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    “Are you enjoying having your father with you, Ramsey? I hope you're not thinking about breaking our deal. It's a good deal. You should stick to it for the rest of your life.” 
 
      
 
    One year after she made a deal to save her father's life, Ramsey Kopperud lives in fear. She's terrified that at any moment, the evil Sebastian might emerge from the forest and announce that the deal is off. Yet even as she tries to come to terms with her own actions, Ramsey has no idea that another deadly force is about to launch an attack. Sebastian wasn't alone in the forest, and now something else is coming for vengeance. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, many years in the past, a farm-boy meets a beautiful witch and falls in love. As his hopes for happiness fade, however, young Sebastian must make a terrible choice. His decision will have consequences not only for his own life, and not only for the life of Ramsey many years in the future, but perhaps even for the fate of the whole world. First, though, he must try to pass the test of placing stones on a crow's back. 
 
      
 
    LIKE STONES ON A CROW'S BACK is the sequel to THE DEVIL, THE WITCH AND THE WHORE, and the second book in a trilogy about the end of the world. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    And then, while Mrs. Cooper is telling me off for eating flowers during recess, I suddenly get an idea in my head and I know exactly what I have to do next. 
 
    “You want to be pretty, don't you?” a voice whispers in my mind. “I know how to make you the prettiest girl in the whole school.” 
 
    I turn and look around, but there's nobody behind me. 
 
    “Sophia,” Mrs. Cooper says firmly, tapping my shoulder. 
 
    I turn back to her. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” she continues. 
 
    I nod, because I know that's what she wants, but secretly I can't hear her properly. The other voice, the voice in my head, is louder than her. 
 
    “I'm putting a picture in your thoughts,” the voice explains. “Can you see that picture?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding again. 
 
    Mrs. Cooper is still telling me that I've been bad. She's saying that just because this is my first day back at school after being poorly for a week, that doesn't mean I get to misbehave. 
 
    “I want you to make that picture real,” the voice continues. “I guarantee that if you do what I'm telling you, and if you copy the picture I'm sending you, everyone will think you're the most wonderful girl who ever lived. Would you like that?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Okay, Sophia,” Mrs. Cooper says with a sigh, “I want you to go and stand in the corner for ten minutes and think about what you've done. Then you can go play with the others. And I mean it, young lady, when I warn you that this kind of thing can't happen again.” 
 
    I turn and start shuffling toward the corner, but after a moment I glance over my shoulder and see that Mrs. Cooper has already started talking to one of the other teachers. Whatever they're discussing, they don't seem to be paying any attention to me, so I turn and start walking away from the corner, heading toward the far side of the yard where I know there's a hole in the chain-link fence. 
 
    “Sophia! Where are you going?” 
 
    I hear footsteps hurrying up behind me, and a moment later there's a bump on my arm. Even before I've turned to look at her, I know it's Judy. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper said you have to stand in the corner!” she hisses. “Why aren't you going to the corner?” 
 
    “There's something else I need to do,” I reply. 
 
    “You'll get in so much trouble!” 
 
    “No I won't. People will be too busy thinking about how I'm beautiful.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You'll see.” 
 
    “Sophia, stop!” 
 
    As I reach the edge of the yard and lean down to climb through the hole in the fence, Judy grabs my arm. 
 
    “We're not allowed out there!” she continues. “Sophia, are you trying to get into trouble?” 
 
    “She doesn't understand,” the voice whispers. “She will, later. But for that to happen, you need to do what I've told you. You know that, Sophia, don't you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Judy asks. 
 
    “No-one.” 
 
    Slipping my hand free, I lean through the hole in the fence and climb out to the other side, where the grass is overgrown and there are old pieces of furniture dumped next to the far wall. 
 
    “I'll tell Mrs. Cooper!” Judy blurts out, as if she's starting to panic. 
 
    “She won't,” the voice says calmly. “It's an empty threat.” 
 
    I look at Judy for a moment, before shrugging and making my way through the grass. 
 
    “Come back!” Judy hisses. “Sophia, you're going to get in so much trouble! They'll make you stand in the corner for a whole week!” 
 
    Ignoring her, I push some taller grass aside and walk around behind the gardening block. The ground is much bumpier here, probably because no-one really ever comes to this part of the school. I can still hear everyone else playing in the yard, but their voices already sound so much further away. In fact, in some weird way, each step I take makes me feel more grown-up, as if all the others in the yard are just a bunch of silly children. Five minutes ago I was playing with them. I was like them. Now I have different ideas. 
 
    All since the voice in my head changed to sound like an old man. 
 
    “You can stop now,” the voice says suddenly. 
 
    I stop at the corner of the building, and I immediately spot something glinting on the ground. Crouching down, I find that somebody has left a large pair of scissors at the edge of the grass, resting on the gravel. There's also a large black ball of wire. 
 
    “I put those there for you,” the voice says. 
 
    “But how could -” 
 
    “Don't question things too much,” the voice continues. “Remember why you're here, Sophia. You're going to make yourself the prettiest girl in the whole world. This is the best idea you've ever had.” 
 
    “But I don't know what the idea is,” I reply, which is true. 
 
    I mean, I can see a picture in my head, but I don't know how I can make myself look like that. 
 
    “Just start working,” the voice explains, “and you'll know instinctively what to do next.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I led you here, didn't I? Now why don't you pick up the scissors and sit on that ledge?” 
 
    “What about the wire?” 
 
    “You don't need that yet.” 
 
    I pause, before reaching down and picking up the scissors, and then walking over to a little ledge on the side of the building. As I sit down, I genuinely have no idea what I'm supposed to do with the scissors, but then a fraction of a second later I realize that I at least know how to start. Still, the picture in my head doesn't seem quite right, and I hesitate as I look down at my bare left wrist. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the voice asks. 
 
    I swallow hard. 
 
    “I'll guide you,” the voice continues. “You'll know instinctively, even without specific instructions.” 
 
    “And you're me, aren't you?” I whisper. 
 
    I wait, but all I hear is the sound of the other children playing in the yard. 
 
    “It's very important,” the voice says after a moment, “that you follow your instincts when you make the dress.” 
 
    “Dress?” 
 
    “That's why you're here, Sophia. You're going to make a beautiful, beautiful dress.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    Before I can ask how I can actually make a dress, I realize that there's a huge, long piece of the most amazing fabric draped across my bare left arm. I immediately start smiling as I stare down at the fabric, and I honestly think I've never seen anything so wonderful. 
 
    It's every color all at once, all glowing together. 
 
    “I don't know how to make a dress,” I whisper, as I hold the scissors in my right hand. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “I'll make a mistake,” I continue. “Someone else should make the dress, so I don't ruin the fabric.” 
 
    “Only you can make this dress, Sophia. There's no-one else in the whole world who can make it, or who can wear it. That's why you're the one who has been given the opportunity. Think how everyone will stare when you're done, when you walk back into the yard and they see you looking so beautiful.” 
 
    I move the scissors closer to the fabric, but I still can't quite bring myself to make the first cut. In fact, my hands are trembling slightly. 
 
    “Or,” the voice continues, “I can get another little girl to try. If you're too babyish -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I take a deep breath, before pressing the bottom edge of the scissors against the fabric and pushing until the tip rips through. Unable to find an edge where I can start properly, I have to wiggle the scissors a little and make a small hole, and then I slowly start cutting along the piece of fabric that's covering my arm. Each time I close the blades, I feel a faint shudder pass through my chest, and I hear a clean slicing sound. 
 
    Like the sound I hear when Mom cuts up beef or chicken for dinner. 
 
    “That's right,” the voice whispers as I keep slowly, carefully cutting a line through the fabric. “You're doing so well, Sophia. I can see that I was right to give this job to you, instead of to any of the other girls in the yard.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask where I should cut next, but somehow I realize that I need to turn the scissors and cut along another length of fabric that runs along the other side of my arm. I furrow my brow a little as I try to concentrate, and I know I mustn't rush. Even now, as I listen to the slicing sound, I feel a strange sense of nausea in my tummy, but something seems to be holding the nausea down, as if it won't let the feeling get all the way up into my head. 
 
    So I cut some more. 
 
    And then more. 
 
    And more. 
 
    And soon I find that there's plenty of the fabric. So much, in fact, that it's draped over my feet and my knees and my shoulders, and even my head. It's really hard to focus on exactly what shapes I'm cutting, but somehow deep down I know, after each cut, where the next should be made. Then the next, and the next, and the next and the next and the next until I have to reach my hand behind my back so that I can cut even more. 
 
    After a while, feeling a little breathless and dizzy, I have to stop for a moment. 
 
    “Not now,” the voice says quickly. “You have to keep going.” 
 
    “I need to rest,” I reply, struggling to keep my eyes open. 
 
    “There'll be plenty of time to rest once the dress is on and you're wearing it.” 
 
    “Can't I just rest now? Can't I just close my eyes?” 
 
    My head feels so heavy. I lean forward and let my eyes slip shut. 
 
    “No!” the voice booms, startling me and causing me to sit up straight. “You have to finish the dress as soon as possible!” 
 
    “My feet are wet,” I reply, in a sudden moment of realization. I look down, but there's too much fabric and I can't see my feet at all. “Why are my feet wet?” 
 
    “Don't worry about that now.” 
 
    “I don't want wet feet.” 
 
    “You've finished the first part of the dress,” the voice replies. “You can drop the scissors now, Sophia.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I'm sure. Don't ever doubt me.” 
 
    I tilt my hand until the scissors fall away, and then I hear them clattering against the gravel. 
 
    “Now you need to pull the fabric away,” the voice explains. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you need to separate it. Take hold of one of the edges on your leg.” 
 
    I still feel very dizzy, but I suppose I have to finish what I've started. Reaching down, I grab one of the edges with my trembling hands, and I immediately feel that the fabric feels warm and slightly wet. I blink a couple of times, trying to clear my slightly fuzzy vision, and I can't help but notice that my head is getting heavy again. 
 
    “Now pull,” the voice says firmly. “Rip it away.” 
 
    I start pulling on the fabric, but at first nothing happens and I assume I must be doing it wrong. When I pull a little harder, however, I hear a splitting, sticky sound, and I very slowly tear one strip of fabric away from another. At the same time, the nausea in my belly seems to be getting worse and worse, although once again something seems to be holding the worst of the feeling down. 
 
    “That's good,” the voice purrs, as I tear more fabric apart. “You're such a clever girl, Sophia, and so obedient. I knew, as soon as I saw you, that you'd be the best girl for this task.” 
 
    “Will the dress look really beautiful?” I whisper, still feeling very drowsy. 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea.” 
 
    A faint smile crosses my lips, but then suddenly my heavy head drops and I can no longer keep my eyes open. 
 
    “Sophia, wake up!” the voice says firmly. 
 
    “I just need to sleep,” I reply, barely even getting the words out. “My feet are wet. Why are my feet wet?” 
 
    “Sophia! Wake up right now!” 
 
    With my eyes still shut, I reach down and touch my right foot. I don't know exactly what's wrong, but for a moment my fingertips brush against something very rough and very wet and slightly warm. I run my fingers down toward my foot and feel the same thing. Finally, forcing my eyes open, I tilt my head and look down, and to my horror I see that my foot is bare and covered in blood, with thick patches of bone and muscle exposed. Long, thick sheets of bare loose flesh are dangling down from where they're bunched in my lap. 
 
    “Sophia!” 
 
    I blink, and the horrific image vanishes in an instant. 
 
    Instead, I find myself simply staring down at the beautiful fabric again. 
 
    “There's not much time,” the voice continues. “I'm already helping you so very much. Now you have the fabric and it's almost ready, but you need to turn it inside out.” 
 
    “Why do I need to do that?” 
 
    “Don't ask questions, child. Just do as you're told.” 
 
    Swaying slightly, I sit and stare at the fabric in my hands. At first I don't understand what the voice meant, but then slowly I start holding the fabric up and I see that it's curled in many places. Tilting the fabric around slightly, I'm shocked to find that one of the sections even has two small holes with two smaller holes slightly lower down and then one longer, wider hole further down still. It's almost as if a face is staring back at me. 
 
    “Turn it inside out,” the voice urges. “Your hands are shaking, Sophia. There isn't much time.” 
 
    Even though I feel exhausted, I force myself to do as I'm told. I turn the fabric around and fumble with the edges, and it takes a few minutes but finally I manage to get the entire piece turned inside out. The fabric is very heavy, and very wet too, and after a moment I can't help noticing that the midday sunlight seems to be shining through and making the surface glow slightly. 
 
    I hold the fabric up with my shaking hands, and I stare at the holes that look like a face. Light is catching on the edges, and there seem to be lots of loose threads hanging down. 
 
    I blink, and for a fraction of a second the fabric looks pink and bloodied. 
 
    Before I've even had time to blink again, the fabric is back to being beautiful. 
 
    “Now you must put it on,” the voice whispers into my ear. 
 
    “I'm too tired,” I reply, still struggling to keep my eyes open. 
 
    “Stand up.” 
 
    “I can't.” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “No, I -” 
 
    Suddenly I feel a force rushing through my shoulders. At the same time, my legs twitch and I find myself somehow standing, although I quickly realize that I'm wobbling. With the fabric still in my hands, I sway slightly as I try to maintain my balance. 
 
    “Put it on,” the voice says firmly. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Put. It. On.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before realizing that somehow the fabric has a kind of sleeve on one side. Figuring that it's my best shot, I start reaching my hand into the sleeve, although I immediately feel a shudder as my fingers brush against the surface of the fabric. Somehow, I manage to get my arm all the way inside, and I find that the end of the sleeve has no opening. Instead, there's a kind of glove attached. 
 
    “And the other.” 
 
    I slip my other arm into another sleeve, and then I carefully slide my legs into the remaining sections. 
 
    “I thought this was a dress,” I whisper, struggling to stay awake. “Why does it have legs?” 
 
    “You'll see.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “Now put the face part on.” 
 
    Looking down, I see that the dress has a section with holes for eyes, a nose and a mouth. 
 
    “They'll all think you're so pretty,” the voice continues. “Has anyone ever told you that you're pretty before, Sophia?” 
 
    “Mommy and Daddy.” 
 
    “But has anyone else?” 
 
    I try to remember, but my thoughts are too foggy. It takes all my concentration just to keep from falling over. 
 
    “Put the face on.” 
 
    With my hands firmly wedged inside the sticky, clammy gloves, I reach up and take hold of the hooded section, which I then place over my face. I feel rough edges scratching against my eyes and mouth, and I can barely breathe properly, but somehow I manage to slip the back of the hood over my ears, so that the flap goes all the way down to the top of my neck. 
 
    “You know what you have to do now, Sophia.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The dress isn't quite finished. You have to sew it shut.” 
 
    “But then how will I get out?” 
 
    “There'll be time to worry about that later.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “There's wire on the floor. Push the end through the fabric on your back, and sew the dress up.” 
 
    I try to ask again whether there might be some other way, but for a moment a burst of nausea rushes up through my belly. The sensation is gone almost as soon as it arrived, but I have to wait a moment so I can get a little more strength. Then, slowly, I reach down and pick up the wire, and I immediately feel that the tip is sharp. 
 
    “Sew the dress shut,” the voice whispers. “It's the only way to make sure it fits properly.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. “Will I really look beautiful?” 
 
    “You'll look like you belong in a fairy-tale.” 
 
    As soon as I hear the word 'fairy-tale', I know I have to wear the dress. I'm going to look like a real princess, so I try to ignore my trembling hands as I move the tip of the wire around behind my back and start poking it into the fabric. I can't see what I'm doing at all, and I feel like I might be sick at any moment, but slowly I start threading the wire through the fabric of the dress, pulling tight so that the two edges are held together. I have to sew all the way up my back, all the way to the base of my neck, and at one point I start swaying again and almost fall. I push myself to keep going, however, and once I've finished the main section I have to sew some split parts on my legs and arms. As I work, I can feel my hands starting to get numb. 
 
    “You're almost done,” the voice tells me. “You look better than I ever imagined.” 
 
    Feeling dizzy again, I hold my hand up and blink. For a moment, I see blood smeared all over my fingers. 
 
    “Stay focused,” the voice whispers. 
 
    I blink again, and the blood is gone. Instead, I see the beautiful fabric shimmering in midday sunlight. 
 
    And then, a few seconds later, I hear footsteps nearby, trampling through the long grass. Someone is coming closer. 
 
    “Sophia! Where are you?” 
 
    “Judy,” I whisper, recognizing my friend's voice immediately. 
 
    “Sophia, recess is almost over!” she continues, as I wait for her to come into view. She must be so close to the corner of the building now. “Sophia, you have to come back! Mrs. Cooper's going to notice that you're gone, and then you'll get in so much trouble!” 
 
    “I was making a dress,” I reply, but I can barely get the words out. As I speak, the edges of the dress rub against my lips. 
 
    Something feels wrong. 
 
    “Sophia,” Judy continues, as she finally comes into view and stops in front of me, “what -” 
 
    She freezes, staring at me with a horrified expression. Her mouth hangs open and after a moment she takes a step back, as if she can't believe what she's seeing. 
 
    I wait for her to tell me I'm beautiful. For her to say that the dress is perfect and that I look like a real, proper princess. I know that's what she must be thinking, but I suppose maybe she's very jealous and she doesn't want to admit that I look this good. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she stammers finally, and now there are tears in her eyes. “Sophia, what are you wearing?” 
 
    “Isn't it beautiful?” I reply, although my voice sounds very harsh and gravelly, and I still feel as if I might be about to collapse. “I made it myself.” 
 
    “It's not...” 
 
    She stares for a moment longer, and I can see that her gaze is slowly being drawn to my belly. 
 
    Looking down, I see that a section of fabric has split slightly, just above my waist. 
 
    “That's not supposed to be like that,” I explain, slowly taking the black wire and starting to poke it through the edges so that I can sew the hole shut. “I'll fix it. I can fix it. I can always -” 
 
    Suddenly Judy screams, and the sound is so loud and so horrible that I almost drop the wire. I look up just in time to see Judy stumbling back and then running away through the long grass. 
 
    “Wait!” I stammer, reaching out to her just as she disappears around the corner. “I look beautiful. It's the perfect dress.” 
 
    I can hear voices in the yard still, as I work on fixing the split. My fingers keep slipping on the wire, which makes everything much harder, and I'm starting to get frustrated as I try over and over to pull the two flaps of fabric together. Each time I think I've managed, one of the edges tears and breaks, and I can't help starting to cry as I realize I'm making a mess. 
 
    “It's okay,” the voice says calmly. “It looks beautiful.” 
 
    “I've ruined it,” I whimper. 
 
    “No, you haven't. It's all fixed.” 
 
    “It's horrible!” 
 
    “Look again, Sophia.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that he's wrong, but then I see that he's right after all. The edges of fabric have suddenly, and miraculously, pulled together and sealed shut, and there's no sign of damage at all. I stare for a moment, barely able to believe what I'm seeing, before finally lowering the wire. 
 
    “You can drop that now.” 
 
    I do as I'm told, letting the wire fall into the long grass. 
 
    “And now you can go back to the others.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “The other children. You can go back to the yard and show them how pretty you are.” 
 
    “What if they get upset, like Judy?” 
 
    “Don't worry about Judy. Don't worry about anything. Just go back to the yard and let everybody see what you've done.” 
 
    Although I really just want to stay here and take a nap, I force myself to start walking through the grass. Every step makes my feet feel increasingly fuzzy, as if they're going numb, and there are still waves of nausea rumbling in my belly and threatening – but never quite managing – to shoot up into my chest. Finally I reach out and steady myself against the wall, and I think I might be about to faint. 
 
    “Keep going,” the voice whispers in my ear. “You've done so well, Sophia. Just walk around the corner and let everybody see how beautiful you look.” 
 
    “I don't feel well,” I reply, bowing my head a little. 
 
    “You can't let all that effort be for nothing.” 
 
    “Judy didn't say I look beautiful. Judy was upset.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn't worry about Judy. I've been in her head too, briefly, but it wasn't anything to write home about. She didn't have potential. You, Sophia, have potential.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I whisper. 
 
    “I'm the man who helped you make that pretty dress. You don't want to disappoint me, do you? Come on, Sophia, put your best foot forward. Recess is almost over.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    Suddenly my right leg jerks out, followed a moment later by my left. I almost fall, but at the last moment I feel something pressing against my back, as if somebody is holding me up. I take another step, then another, and finally I'm able to walk without help again. As I round the next corner, I finally see the fence, and the gap that leads back into the yard. All the other children are playing, but a moment later I notice that Judy is in one of the corners, crying as she talks to Mrs. Cooper. 
 
    I stumble to the hole and lean through. Pieces of the broken fence catch on the fabric of my dress, and I'm briefly stuck before somehow I manage to wriggle all the way to the other side. I feel something tearing on my arm, but when I look down I find that the fabric has already healed. 
 
    “I don't know what kind of game you're playing,” Mrs. Cooper says to Judy as I take my first stumbling steps toward them, “but I'm going to ask you one last time. Where is Sophia?” 
 
    “I told you, she -” 
 
    “I don't want to hear that silly story again. I want you to tell me the truth. I want -” 
 
    Suddenly somebody screams nearby. 
 
    Turning, I see Lucy Nightingale stepping away from me, screaming as if she hates the way I look. Almost immediately, Charlotte Napier and Allie Shaw scream too, and the panic spreads rapidly through the crowd of children. They all start running away, as if they're completely horrified by the sight of me, and once they've disappeared into the school building I realize I can hear a series of anguished cries coming from inside. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before turning and seeing that Mrs. Cooper is staring at me with an expression of pure horror. 
 
    “I told you,” Judy whimpers. “I told you what she'd done.” 
 
    “That can't be real,” Mrs. Cooper gasps, taking a step back. 
 
    “I made a dress,” I say proudly, somehow managing to smile even though there's more nausea in my belly, and even though the nausea now seems to be bubbling higher and higher through my chest. Something was holding it all down before, but now the pressure has been released. 
 
    The voice is laughing in my head. 
 
    “I made a dress,” I stammer again, hoping that somebody will tell me how pretty I look. 
 
    I take a step toward Judy, but she turns and runs back into the building. 
 
    “I made a dress,” I say yet again, turning and starting to stumble toward Mrs. Cooper. “Don't you like it?” 
 
    “Oh God, no,” she gasps, taking another step back. “What in...” 
 
    Her voices trails off for a moment, and then suddenly she slumps down, crashing against the ground. 
 
    As more screams ring out in the distance, I step over to Mrs. Cooper and look down at her face. I think maybe she fainted, and she doesn't respond when I say her name, or even when I reach down and push her shoulder. I keep trying to make her eyes open, but then finally I look over at the main building and see that lots of people are watching me from the windows. 
 
    “Do you like my dress?” I ask, stepping around Mrs. Cooper and starting to make my way across the yard, as the voice laughs louder and louder in my head. “I made it myself, I made it out of -” 
 
    And then I stop suddenly, as the nausea bursts up through my chest, and as I feel the most incredible pain starting to fill every inch of my body. 
 
    “Do you like my dress?” I gasp. 
 
    Sirens are getting closer, as if an ambulance or police cars are coming. 
 
    “Please,” I continue, barely able to get the words out as the pain becomes unbearable. Finally, trembling violently, I drop to my knees and look at my blood-soaked hands. “Doesn't anyone like my new dress?” 
 
    Mrs. Cooper screams. 
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 One 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    “No, Sebastian,” Father says, “there's nothing you can do. There's nothing anyone can do. This just happens sometimes. The seasons just go against man from time to time.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “There's nothing, boy!” 
 
    “But what if -” 
 
    “Sebastian, be told. I know this land.” 
 
    “What if we try to irrigate the crops better?” I ask, refusing to believe that he wants to just give up. “There are things, modern things, we can try. I've got so many ideas for how to get ourselves out of this mess.” 
 
    Sighing, he walks away from me, heading across the hallway and into the kitchen where Mother's preparing dinner. I hurry after him, determined to prove my point. He always thinks I'm just this dumb kid, he always thinks that I don't know the first thing about farming, but I'm fourteen years of age now and it's time he started listening. 
 
    “You're set in your ways,” I tell him as he starts washing his hands in the bowl by the sink. “You've done things your way for a long time and it's worked, but if you listen to me I'm sure we can make this land work!” 
 
    “Sebastian, be quiet,” Mother whispers. “You're speaking out of turn and you shouldn't question your father. Not ever.” 
 
    “He won't listen to me!” I shout. 
 
    “Don't raise your voice to your mother,” Father says dourly. 
 
    “I don't have a choice!” I say, turning back to him. “What are we going to do if we don't have crops? How are we going to eat?” 
 
    I wait for an answer, but he simply sighs again. He has his back to me, he's still working at the bowl, but I know he's finished washing his hands. He's just trying to ignore me, hoping I'll shrink back and go away, but I won't. Not this time. I'm fourteen and I've got ideas, better ideas than he'll ever have, and it's damn time for him to accept that I might be right about things. 
 
    “I know what you're thinking,” I tell him, as he keeps his back turns to me. “You're thinking about moving us to the city, aren't you? You're thinking about giving up our family's land and moving us to the city, like all the other farmers who gave up around here!” 
 
    “There's good money in the city,” Mother says quietly, as she starts pouring soup into three bowls. “There's a future for young men.” 
 
    “There's a future here!” I say firmly, still watching Father's broad, hunched back. “It's just not easy, is all. What happens if everyone moves to the city? Then there's no-one to tend the land, and then what? Those people in the city, they need people like us, even if they don't wanna admit it. Without us, they'll all starve, and it's about time we used that to our advantage! Make 'em pay us proper prices for our goods, make 'em respect us like they oughta!” 
 
    I wait, convinced that he has to see I'm right, but instead he simply keeps his back to me like he's not even hearing a word I've said. 
 
    “Go sit down for supper,” Mother says, pretending nothing's happening. “There's a good boy.” 
 
    “I'm not going to no city,” I continue, watching the back of Father's head. “Not ever. I'm not going to crawl on my belly like some broken little failure, crawl away from the farm and my family's heritage, and go to some city and beg for scraps from the tables of rich folk who wouldn't even stoop to spit on us if we were on fire. I'm not going to let this family's working tradition end in failure and -” 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Suddenly Father turns and strikes me hard across the face, with such force that I stumble as I turn away and I fall. I land hard on my knees, but then I tumble forward and I slam head-first against the kitchen bench. I feel an agonizing pain split down my face as I fall onto my shoulder, and then I freeze for a moment until I feel blood trickling down from the wound. 
 
    “Now get up,” Father says sternly, “and wash your hands for supper, like your mother asked you already. And don't go talking again about things you don't understand.” 
 
    Sitting up, I touch the side of my face and feel a wet, warm cut that runs right down my left cheek. 
 
    “Oh Martin, you hurt him!” Mother says, setting the pots aside and rushing over, crouching next to me to take a closer look. “Sebastian, I -” 
 
    “It's okay!” I hiss, pushing her hands away. 
 
    “You must let me look,” she says as Father stomps out of the room. “You're bleeding. It's deep.” 
 
    She reaches for my face again, and this time I don't push her away. I let her tilt my head a little toward the light, and then I flinch as she presses a finger against the side of my mouth. There are tears in my eyes, tears of rage, but I clench both my fists so as to make sure those tears don't escape. 
 
    “He didn't mean to do that, you know,” Mother says, as she reaches up and takes a cloth from the counter. She starts dabbing at the wound. “You just upset him, that's all. You said some mean and nasty things.” 
 
    “Not one of 'em wasn't true,” I grimace. 
 
    “That's not the point.” 
 
    “Isn't it?” 
 
    “The city's where the future is,” she continues, her voice sounding so weak and whiny. She's swallowed Father's nonsense whole. “Not here on the land, but in a proper place where folk are looking to the future. I don't claim to understand it all myself, but your father's very sure that it's the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The land -” 
 
    “The land failed us this year, Sebastian.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, “we failed the land. Two years in a row, we did it wrong.” 
 
    “Two years of bad harvest is a sign from the Lord,” she says. “Your father's made his mind up already, it's just a matter now of when we go.” 
 
    “I ain't going.” 
 
    “You've got no choice.” She dabs a little closer to the wound. “And speak proper, Sebastian. We taught you to speak proper.” 
 
    “The land is as rich and as fertile as it ever was,” I reply. “There's nothing wrong that can't be fixed by us using our brains. Father's still using all the old methods, but he's running them too hard and too deep. He doesn't understand about rotating the crops out or -” 
 
    “Your father likes the old methods.” 
 
    “Moving to the city isn't an old method,” I point out. “Giving up like a miserable failure, that's not an old method either. Father's for the old methods when it suits him, and for the new when that suits him. That's one of his problems. You must see that. He doesn't have the patience to see through a long-term plan. He needs to rotate the crops and give different patches of land a rest for a year or two. The land needs to recover, it needs -”' 
 
    “Land is land, Sebastian,” she replies. “It doesn't need to recover. It's just dirt and mud.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    Before I can finish, she presses against the cut on my face. I pull away and wince, momentarily startled by the searing pain. 
 
    She did that on purpose. 
 
    “Let me finish cleaning you up,” she says calmly, “and then we'll have supper. And we'll talk about proper things. Family things. Your father's worked hard today and he wants to relax with us.” 
 
    “I have to go check on something,” I reply, clambering to my feet and heading toward the back door. 
 
    “Sebastian, I haven't finished fixing your face up!” 
 
    “It'll fix itself,” I mutter. “Better than your dirty old rag will, anyway. I'm going outside.” 
 
    “No, you have to stay! Sebastian, we always have dinner together as a family! It's tradition.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I'm trying new things,” I say as I swing the door open and step out into the yard. “I bet people don't eat together all the time in the city, do they?” 
 
    With that, I swing the door back shut again, before she has a chance to say anything more. The glass rattles in the frame as I start making my way around the side of the farmhouse. Sundown is already upon us, casting long shadows across the fields and tinting the sky a kind of yellowy-red behind silhouetted trees. The air's already cooler than it was when I was out here an hour ago mending un-shodden discs, but I don't mind being a little cold. If I have to sit and listen to Father and Mother during supper, I'm liable to explode. I need to go away by myself for an hour or two and calm down. 
 
    Even though I'm not wearing the proper boots, I trudge out across the damp field. I just want to be alone for a while, so I make my way toward the line of trees that mark the boundary between our land and what's on the other side. All I can hear is the sound of my own feet squelching in the soil that refuses – for a second year in a row now – to grow anything for Father. But I know I could make something grow, I could have crops all over this land if Father would just let me take over. He's too stuck in his ways and - 
 
    Suddenly a woman screams, up ahead in the darkness of the forest. 
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    “No!” the female voice shouts, ringing out through the dark forest ahead. “Stop! Leave me alone!” 
 
    “Thought you could run, did you?” the man replies. “Thought you could -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I slam into him from behind, using every last ounce of strength to topple him over. I land on top of him and immediately put an arm around his throat, just as he tries to roll over and crush me. He's a big man, bigger than me, but what I lack in brute force I make up for in agility. He tries to body-slam me several times, pressing me against the ground so hard I think my ribs are about to crack, and I barely manage to keep my arm wrapped tight around his throat. 
 
    “Leave the woman be!” I gasp, squeezing harder and harder. “This is private land! You're not even supposed to be here!” 
 
    “Get the hell off me!” the man splutters. “Do you have any idea what this witch -” 
 
    I punch him hard on the side of the head, with the fullest fist I can manage, and then I punch him two more times to be sure. The impact is so hard, my knuckles hurt after the third time, but I don't dare let go of the man's throat even as I feel him falling limp in my grasp. I'm breathless and my heart is racing, and I know one mistake will give this oaf his chance to finish me off. I don't let go, then, not even as I feel his entire body slumping unconscious. 
 
    He could be tricking me. 
 
    Nearby, there's a rustling sound, and I turn to see the silhouette of a woman. She sounds out of breath too, maybe in pain, and she takes a couple of stumbling steps to one side before reaching out and leaning against one of the trees. 
 
    “Are you alright, M'am?” I ask. 
 
    She doesn't reply. 
 
    I look back down at the big, bald head of this ruffian. I'm so certain he's out of the count, I'd be willing to bet my life on it. Which is just as well, since letting go might just get me killed. Then again, I can't stay down here like this forever, so I wait just a moment or two longer before starting to loosen my grip. Not all at once, mind. I ease off just a little every few seconds, poised to squeeze tight again, before finally I allow myself to let go of the attacker. I wriggle out from under him and then I dust myself down as best I can, before turning once more to address the lady. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say, still sounding a little out of breath. “M'am, are you alright? Are you hurt?” 
 
    She turns to me, and for the first time I'm just about able to make out her features. She has the most beautifully large, dark eyes that I've ever seen in my life, although that's not hard since apart from Mother I've not seen too many women. But this lady is thin, thinner than most of her sex, and she looks concerned as she stares back at me. I wait for her to say something, perhaps to thank me for rescuing her from the brute at my feet, but she doesn't say anything at all. I suppose maybe she's still scared, in which case it's my duty to put her at ease. 
 
    “I heard you crying out,” I tell her, stepping closer and holding a hand out for her to shake. “I came running. I live with my folks about a mile from here.” 
 
    Again I wait, and again she says nothing. 
 
    “This is our land,” I continue, hoping to impress her – or at least to get her to say a word or two. “Pretty much as far as the eye can see, anyway. It's gonna be mine one day and, well, I don't want ruffians chasing women here. Not on land that's got anything to do with me, anyway.” 
 
    She still simply stares at me, but then after a moment she leans forward – just a little, just imperceptibly – and I'm able to see her face a little clearer, and I'm instantly struck by something I hadn't noticed at first. 
 
    She's beautiful. 
 
    I mean, she's the kind of beautiful a man probably only ever sees once in his life. She's the kind of beautiful you get when a woman's eyes perfectly match her face. 
 
    Huh, that's good. 
 
    That's a real poetic way to describe it. 
 
    I should write that down. 
 
    “He was a big man,” I point out, putting my hands on my hips. I don't necessarily want to be hailed as a hero, but I do think this woman hasn't quite shown her appreciation yet the way she should. “Yeah, he was real big. I wasn't sure I'd be able to take him down, but I didn't really stop to think about it on account of, well, I heard a lady being in distress and it was just my nature to come running without any consideration of my own safety.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    She says nothing. 
 
    I wait some more. 
 
    She still says nothing. 
 
    And then, almost as if she didn't even hear a word I said, she looks down at her own left arm and starts wiping something near her wrist. 
 
    “There's no need to thank me,” I continue, feeling a little disheartened now. “All in a day's work. I'm fourteen, you know. I might look like I'm just a child, but I'm mature for my age and I do a lot of the heavy lifting around the farm now, on account of my father getting...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    She's still wiping her wrist, and after a moment I spot something dark glistening on her skin. 
 
    “Are you bleeding?” I ask, taking a step forward. “What did he do to you?” 
 
    She takes a piece of cloth from her pocket and wraps it tightly around her wrist. She works quickly, as if maybe she's done this kind of thing before, and in less than a minute she's managed to dress the wound. She takes a moment to double-check that the bandage is tight, and then she gets to her feet. Stepping past me, she reaches down and picks up a cloth bag that I hadn't seen resting on the ground, and then she glances at me for a moment before turning and starting to trudge away from the clearing. 
 
    “Is that it?” I call after her. “I just saved you from this oaf. Didn't you hear what he called you? He said you were a witch. That's the kind of uneducated, superstitious moron you were dealing with.” 
 
    I wait, but she doesn't look back at me. 
 
    She doesn't even slow. 
 
    Not really knowing what else to say, I watch her walk away for a moment and then I turn to make my way back the way I just came. It's not like - 
 
    “But I am a witch.” 
 
    Startled, I turn to see that the woman has stopped at the edge of the clearing. She's half turned to me, with the bag over her shoulder, and she's in a spot where there's just enough light for me to see her face. 
 
    The funny thing is, though, I could have sworn she just said - 
 
    “I am a witch,” she says again. “He wasn't wrong about that.” 
 
    “Right,” I reply, starting to think that maybe she's a little crazy. “Well, uh, I might seem like some kind of simple country boy, but in actuality I'm much more intelligent than pretty much everyone else in this county. So to be honest, I don't believe in superstitious things like witchery and all that stuff. I'm really very intellectual once you get to know me.” 
 
    “Is that right?” she asks, with a faint smile. 
 
    “So I don't really know why you'd talk about witches like they're real,” I add. “Because anyone with a good mind knows that they're not.” 
 
    “Do they?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “You certainly seem to believe that,” she says, before stepping back out across the clearing and making her way along the path that leads to the farm. “You're confident. I like that. And you knocked out that idiot who followed me from town, so I suppose I do owe you something. Maybe I could supply you with a little proof to change the way you see the world. To help you renegotiate your understanding of things.” 
 
    “Renegotiate my what?” I ask, trying to figure out what she meant. 
 
    She doesn't reply. She simply keeps walking, away between the trees. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” I call out, hurrying after her. “What was that guy doing to you, anyway? Do you know him?” 
 
    “I know his kind.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I travel a lot,” she continues, still a little way ahead of me, “and wherever I go, I bump into idiots who want to take the law into their own hands. You'd be surprised how people are often the same from town to town. It's quite rare to meet someone who seems genuinely new and individual.” 
 
    Stopping at the edge of the forest, silhouetted against the field, she turns to me. 
 
    “But it does happen occasionally,” she adds. 
 
    “What was he going to do to you?” I ask. 
 
    “Bad things,” she says. “Things you're too young to think about.” 
 
    “I'm old enough to think about anything!” 
 
    “Yeah, well... You saved me from having to play dead and endure something pretty horrible, so I definitely want to pay you back.” 
 
    She pauses for a moment, eyeing me with a hint of curiosity, and then she turns and crouches down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “Just a simple little thing.” 
 
    She starts taking the bandage away from her wrist, quickly revealing the wound once more. Then, I watch with a growing sense of horror as she turns her wrist over and uses her other hand to squeeze the area around the injury. A moment later, a dribble of blood falls down onto the mud. 
 
    “Stop!” I say firmly, stepping toward her. “Are you crazy? Why are you doing that?” 
 
    “You'll understand next season, when the harvest comes in,” she says, wincing slightly before turning her wrist again and starting to re-dress the wound. “I hope so, anyway. I saw that the land around here is tired and over-used. You're lucky. I just so happen to know a few tricks for restoring some life to the place.” She gets to her feet. “In this context, a little blood can go a very long way.” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” I tell her. 
 
    “You will. Next year.” She steps past me, but then she stops and smiles again. This close, I can really see how beautiful she is. “Don't worry about the idiot you knocked out. When he wakes up, he'll run away home. He won't bother you. Now you should get home. It'll be night soon and you shouldn't be out so late. You never know who or what you might bump into.” 
 
    With that, she leans closer and gives me a gentle kiss on the cheek, and then she turns and starts walking back into the forest. 
 
    I stay completely still for a moment, shocked by the kiss, but then I turn just as she disappears into the darkness. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” I call out, hurrying after her. “Hey! Lady, wait!” 
 
    Stopping at the first of the trees, I look out into the forest but there's no sign of her. Even in this low light, I should be able to make out her silhouette, but I can't see where she's gone at all. It's almost as if she vanished into thin air. 
 
    “I didn't even get your name!” I shout, even though I can already tell she's gone. “I didn't give you mine, either! I'm Sebastian! What's your name?” 
 
    I wait, but all I hear is the faint rustle of an evening breeze blowing through the forest. 
 
    For a moment I consider running after her and forcing her to tell me her name, and demanding that she explains all that stuff with the blood, but then I realize that I'd just be wasting my time. She was beautiful and interesting, but she said those weird things about witches and I don't really have time to fraternize with such lowly intellects. I need to get home and get to bed, because in the morning I have to be up at dawn so I can help Father with the pumps. And if I get my way, we'll also start planning a rotation schedule for next year, because I refuse to accept Father's plan to move us to the city. 
 
    Turning, I start making my way back to the farm. After just a few paces, however, I hear a scrambling sound in the forest and I glance over my shoulder just in time to see that the big fat oaf from earlier has woken. He runs out from the trees and races off down the hill, clearly terrified as he hurries back to town. 
 
    There are some foolish people out here in the countryside. And as I set off again toward the farm, I can't help thinking that it sometimes feels like I'm the only intelligent person in the entire county. 
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    By the time I get home, night has fallen. A solitary candle burns in one of the windows, and when I get inside I find that Father is sitting up alone. At first I think to simply slip off to bed, but for some reason I linger in the doorway and watch as Father stares out the window. He has never been a thoughtful man, yet tonight something seems to have stirred in him. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before turning to go to my room. 
 
    “Do you think you can do better than me?” he asks suddenly. 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    Did I imagine that sentence, or - 
 
    “You can take the field that runs up past Sutter's Marsh,” he continues. “Do with it what you will. How you will.” 
 
    I turn to him, and I see his great, tired old face caught with an edge of flickering light. 
 
    “Your mother has, let's say, persuaded me,” he says. “That field's the smallest we have, so I don't mind using it to try out a few of your ridiculous ideas. I'm not doing this because I think you'll succeed, mind. I'm doing it so you can see we're on a hiding to nothing.” 
 
    “You think you're setting me up to look like a fool?” I ask. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Well, I'll...” I pause, before taking a deep breath. “I'll prove you wrong.” 
 
    “That would surprise me.” 
 
    “But I will. I'll double the harvest year-on-year.” 
 
    “With potatoes?” 
 
    “You bet with potatoes!” 
 
    He chuckles, before turning and looking back out the window. 
 
    “You'll see,” I continue, filled with a sudden burst of confidence. “I'm going to make you eat your words! I'm going to make you feel ashamed for ever doubting me!” 
 
    “Of course you will,” he says with a grin. “Words are cheap.” 
 
    “You're gonna realize you're so wrong,” I tell him, “you'll be on your knees begging me to -” 
 
    “Words are cheap!” he says again, louder this time. “Anyone can stand there ranting about what they're gonna do. Anyone can come up with all these new ideas, but the proof comes when you bring in the harvest. That's when you get to strut around, claiming you've actually done something.” He chuckles again. “Not that you will, of course. So get to work on that field and try to prove me wrong, boy. You'll learn a lesson, but it won't be the one you're expecting.” 
 
    “I'll prove you wrong,” I reply, and then – taking his advice – I turn and head through to my bedroom. 
 
    Father's right. I've been begging him for years to let me try my ideas, and now he's finally giving me my chance. I've got to admit, a part of me is a little nervous, but I'm also excited because I know I'm going to succeed. And when I do, Father will have to concede that I was right all along and that I can make our farm a success. 
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    “Did you ever see so many potatoes in all your life?” 
 
    Pulling the cover off the back of the cart, I reveal the first load of this year's harvest. Potatoes, piled so high that they're almost rolling over the cart's edges. 
 
    “We have fifteen more like this,” I continue, turning to the astonished buyers who have gathered here in Bradlesford's market square. “All fresh, all of the highest quality. Why, these potatoes are so good, you could almost eat them like they were apples.” 
 
    To prove my point, I reach up and take one of the potatoes, and then I wipe away the dirt before taking a big bite. I immediately regret this choice, of course, but I proceed to chew the mouthful and swallow before setting the potato on the cart's frame. 
 
    “What's more,” I add, “we've found this particular harvest to be hardy indeed. Why, they last twice as long before going off, compared to regular potatoes. Why that is, I don't rightly know, but I imagine it's something to do with the expertly managed soil up at our farm. We know what we're doing, gentlemen. Now that the next generation has taken over, you're going to see some big changes.” 
 
    I turn to Father, who has been loitering a little way from the cart since we arrived. It's almost as if he's feeling ashamed that he ever doubted me. 
 
    “Isn't that right?” I ask him. “The future's here.” 
 
    A faint, broken smile briefly flickers across his lips, but still he seems so uncomfortable. I suppose he's not looking forward to telling me that I was right and he was wrong. He hasn't done that yet, but I know it's coming. He has to accept defeat. 
 
    “How much do you want for the lot of them?” John Brynner says, stepping forward and peering up into the cart. “And when can they be ready?” 
 
    “You think you can sell them in the city?” I ask. 
 
    “I know I can,” he replies, taking one of the potatoes and giving it a good, firm squeeze. “They're a nice texture, and quite uniform. People in the city can be a little picky when it comes to these things.” 
 
    “If you're selling to the city,” I continue, “I'll want double the usual rate. You can pass the extra price on to those idiots, and you know full well that they'll pay it. And even when -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a face catches my eyes at the back of the crowd. She's already gone again, but I watch and a moment later I spot her a second time. I feel an instant leap in my heart as I realize that it's her, that it's the woman I rescued from certain death last year in the forest. She's stepping into the public house, and all of a sudden I'm filled with the absolute belief that I have to go and speak to her. 
 
    “Please,” I say, turning to Brynner, “take a good look at them. I'll be right back.” 
 
    Not giving him a chance to delay me, I slip away through the crowd, forcing my way toward the public house. There are so many people here in Bradlesford today, and they're milling around with no apparent sense whatsoever. Most people are just like cattle, and I have to veritably shove my way through until finally I get to the public house's main door, where I stop and adjust my attire in the window. I want to look my best when I speak to the woman. After all, last year I was but fourteen years old, just a child. Now I am fifteen, almost sixteen, and I am a fully-grown man. I am also a successful farmer. 
 
    I have need of a wife. 
 
    Once I am satisfied that I look my best, and once I have tidied my hair and parted it neatly on the left side, I open the door and step into the dark, dank saloon. Immediately, the smell of stale beer and malignant body odor assaults my nostrils, and I spot several inebriated souls slumped at the bar. This is not a place I have frequented in the past, nor is it one I shall come to again. I would never wish to drink away my life and my health, and as I step closer to the bar one of the drunken fools lets out a loud, sleepy burp. The stench of rotten vegetables fills the air, and I step around the bar until finally I spot the object of my affection. 
 
    She is sitting in one of the corner booths, counting some coins, and a staggering drunk is leaning against the chair next to her. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart,” the drunk is saying as I get closer, “it's a fair deal. You're happy, I'm happy, everybody wins.” 
 
    “Is this degenerate bothering you?” I ask, stopping next to the booth. 
 
    “What did you call me?” the man says. 
 
    “I don't think the lady wishes to endure your company a moment longer,” I tell him. “Pray get back to your stool and resume your imbibing of that filthy beverage.” 
 
    “Huh?” He furrows his brow. “What are you on about?” 
 
    “Scram!” I say firmly. 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, before shaking his head and muttering as he stumbles back across the bar. He almost falls right over, but he manages to reach his stool and I feel rather triumphant as I turn and look down once more at the beautiful woman whose name I did not catch when last we met. Still, for a moment I am struck dumb by her smile. This is a face that has lived on in my dreams over the past year, though I did not ever think I would be so lucky as to see her again. 
 
    “This seems to be becoming a habit,” I say with a smile. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Me rescuing you,” I continue, putting my hands on my hips. “I should advise you that this particular establishment is not one in which a good lady would wish to find herself alone. There are far too many reprobates and drunks around.” 
 
    “I shall remember that,” she replies, “if I am ever in this area again.” 
 
    “Might I join you?” 
 
    She hesitates, as if she is not certain, and I quickly sit opposite her. After all, I would not want her to mistakenly send me away before I have had a chance to impress upon her my finer qualities. 
 
    “Forgive my cheap clothing,” I say, as she gathers her coins together. “I am about to come into a good deal of money, and then I shall order something more suitable.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “You will remember that last year, I told you I am a farmer.” 
 
    “I believe you did.” 
 
    “Well, I have turned the farm into a massive success,” I continue. “I have succeeded even beyond my own wildest dreams. Do you know how many carts of potatoes I have at my disposal right now?” 
 
    “I could not imagine.” 
 
    “Sixteen. One out there now, which you must have seen as you came through the square, and another fifteen waiting back at the farm.” 
 
    “How... impressive,” she replies as she opens her bag and drops the coins inside. For a moment, I catch sight of a tattered old book, but then the woman ties the bag shut and gets to her feet. “I wish you good luck with the -” 
 
    “Sebastian,” I say, panicking slightly and getting to my feet, and then holding out a hand toward her. “That's my name. Sebastian.” 
 
    “Hello, Sebastian,” she says, shaking my hand and – I fancy – smiling just a little. “I am sure you will look very fine in your new clothes, and I wish you all the best luck with your endeavors.” She withdraws her hand. “And now, if you don't mind, I must be leaving. I have a long walk ahead of me today, and I should like to set off before the rain comes in.” 
 
    She turns to walk away. 
 
    “What's your name?” I ask. 
 
    She stops and glances back at me. 
 
    “You never told me,” I continue, “and I have often wondered what it might be.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Oh yes. In fact, I have thought of you quite often.” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, with the most curious – thought still beautiful – expression, and I think I see a softening of her countenance. 
 
    “You were the boy in the forest,” she says finally, as if she has only just realized. “You helped me out of a difficult situation, and I in turn let my blood fall onto your soil.” 
 
    “That soil has given me a bumper crop this year,” I tell her. 
 
    “Fancy that.” 
 
    “You have no need to leave so soon, do you?” I ask, trying not to sound too keen. “I was hoping you would do me the great honor of conversing with me a little.” 
 
    “That's very kind,” she replies, “but my path is set and I cannot be late. Perhaps if I come this way again, I shall be able to accept, but for now I must indeed be going.” She hesitates, before stepping toward me and then leaning closer. She places a hand on my shoulder and then she plants a gentle kiss on my cheek. Smiling, she then steps back and turns once again to walk away. 
 
    Too stunned to know how to respond, I watch her go all the way around the bar before suddenly I realize that I am in danger of losing her once again. 
 
    “Wait!” I call out, hurrying after her. “I must -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a drunken idiot stumbles into my way, appearing out of nowhere and blocking my path. 
 
    “Move!” I snap, shoving him aside and rushing around the bar, determined to catch up to the woman and find some way to make her stay. 
 
    Yet as I get back outside, I find that the woman has disappeared into the crowd. I spend several minutes searching for her, I even ask one or two of the cackling old crones if they have seen a woman of beauty walk past, but there is no sign. Finally I am left standing all alone with the realization that for a second time I have met this fine woman, and for a second time I have let her slip away. I know I am perhaps being rather forward, but almost my mind is racing with ideas of how I should like to marry her and have everyone see that she is my wife. Yet she is gone, and I did not even catch her name. 
 
    Sighing, I turn and head back to the cart, where a bidding war has broken out for my potatoes. 
 
    “Think of all the money we're going to make,” I say to Father, as I stop by his side. “You've got to admit I was right now, haven't you?” 
 
    “I'll see how many sacks we've got,” he grumbles, turning and heading around to the other side of the cart. “Might be we have to go back to the farm and fetch some more.” 
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    “This one is better,” I stammer, taking another potato from the ground and turning to Father. “Look, this one is firm and plump and -” 
 
    Before I can finish, however, the potato crumbles in my hands, and I see that – like all the others – it too has a rotten heart. I stare in disbelieving horror for a moment, before dropping the potato and turning to see the dour look on Father's face. 
 
    “I don't know what's gone wrong,” I tell him. “This isn't possible, though. Last year's harvest was proof that my new methods work. I can't comprehend why this year's harvest has gone so wrong.” 
 
    “I'll tell you,” he says with a heavy sigh. “You got lucky last year, Sebastian. That's all it was. Sheer, blind luck. I tried to tell you, but you wouldn't listen, and now we've followed your methods for the whole farm and what have we got out of it? Field after field of rotten produce. Even in our worst years before, we at least had something we could sell. Now there's nothing, and we'll be getting no income for the year.” 
 
    “I saved from last year,” I remind him. “I'll figure out what went wrong, and I'll put it right.” 
 
    “It's time to face facts.” He wipes some dirt away from his face. “If we sell the land now, we can find some other fool who'll give it a shot. Let some other family break their backs for no return, while we go off and -” 
 
    “No!” I say firmly. 
 
    He chuckles and turns to walk away, trudging back toward the distant farmhouse. 
 
    “Don't turn your back on me!” I shout. “We've got last year's money still! We can try again! We still have another chance!” 
 
    “No more chances, boy,” he replies. “Don't let last year's stroke of luck go to your head. You're only sixteen years old, and that's still plenty of time to get started with something new. In the city -” 
 
    “I'm not going to the city!” I snap. 
 
    “I reckon we can be out of here by December,” he adds, as if he isn't even hearing a word I'm telling him. “That'll be a cold time to move, but there's no point sticking around when we're not gonna be staying longer. I want to -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Running after him, I quickly get ahead and then turn. Reaching out, I place a hand on his chest to stop him, and I see the shocked expression in his eyes. 
 
    “Sebastian,” he says cautiously, “what are -” 
 
    “Listen to me, old man!” I sneer, filled with anger at the way he's so eager to give up on me. On the farm. “I'm better with this land than you could ever dream, and I can turn it around. I turned it around last year, and that sure as hell wasn't down to luck.” 
 
    “Watch your language, boy.” 
 
    “You're pathetic!” 
 
    As soon as I've said that last word, I know I've stepped over a line. At the same time, I can't go back, and maybe I need to stand up to the old fool a little more firmly. 
 
    “How many generations of our family have lived and worked on this farm?” I ask. “Four? Five, even? And you want to be the weak one, the one who gives up?” 
 
    “You don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    “I know exactly what I'm talking about,” I continue, filled with a sudden burst of confidence. “I'm going to produce a crop next year that's so amazing, it'll make last year look like a famine. You won't believe all the potatoes that are gonna be popping up out of the ground, and I'll earn us so much money we'll be able to tear down that rickety house and build a whole new one!” 
 
    “And buy yourself some more fancy clothes?” he asks with a sneer. “Like that ridiculous suit you got last summer?” 
 
    “You don't have a clue.” 
 
    “Get your hand off me boy,” he replies, looking down at my right hand, which is still pressed against his chest. “This conversation is over. Get your hand off me or by God I will make sure this is a mistake you never repeat. I'm starting to think you need reminding of your place in this family.” 
 
    “Funny,” I say sternly, “I was thinking the same about you.” 
 
    He chuckles, as if he thinks I'm joking. 
 
    “This land is our land,” I continue, “and -” 
 
    Suddenly he grabs my hand and twists me around, damn near wrenching my right arm from my shoulder. I cry out as I try to steady myself, but then Father kicks my legs from under me and shoves me down. I land hard, slamming face-first against the dry mud, and in the process I bite the side of my tongue. Blood bursts into my mouth, and then Father kicks me softly in the ribs before stepping over me and starting to walk away. 
 
    “Clean yourself up,” he says, not even bothering to turn and look back at me. “Don't let your mother see you're hurt, or she'll blame me. Be a man and clean yourself up before you come home.” 
 
    “Don't you dare hit me,” I stammer, feeling pain in my arm and mouth as I stumble to my feet. “Get back here!” 
 
    He doesn't respond, so I start hurrying after him across the dry field. I almost trip against several of the rotten potatoes we dug up early, but finally I catch up to Father and grab his shoulder from behind. 
 
    “Boy,” he says with a sigh, turning to me, “are you asking for another -” 
 
    I don't let him finish. 
 
    I swing a punch straight at his stubborn, infuriating face, and my fist connects hard with the side of his jaw. I see a brief look of shock in his eyes, but then he turns away and falls back, crumpling to the ground. I expected him to just stand there, but he fell! I actually knocked him off his feet and now I'm towering over him, breathless and shocked, not knowing what to do next. My fist is throbbing with pain, but for the first time in my life I struck my father. He fell, and there's no going back from that. 
 
    “Don't ignore me!” I splutter, before spitting blood out onto the ground. “And don't walk away from me, either!” 
 
    Sitting up, he touches his jaw, as if he's feeling for any damage. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” I shout, and now there are tears in my eyes. “I won't be ignored! Not ever! Not by you, not by anyone!” 
 
    “Boy,” he replies sternly, as he starts getting up, “you have no idea what you just did.” 
 
    I watch as he gets to his feet. He's a big man, but he's huffing and puffing a little now and suddenly I realize that I'm not scared of him. He's probably going to try to hit me again, but I reckon I can duck out of the way in time. At least I've shown him that he can't ever ignore me. 
 
    “Son,” he continues, taking a step toward me, “I want you to listen now.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Reaching out, I place my hand on his chest again, to keep him at a distance. 
 
    “You're going to listen to me!” I tell him. “We're staying here on this farm for another year, and I'm going to prove to you that my methods work! It wasn't luck last year, it was -” 
 
    Suddenly he gasps and takes a step back, and I watch as he reaches up and presses two fingers against the side of his neck. He hesitates for a moment, and then he moves the fingers down onto the wrist of his other hand. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask cautiously. “What's wrong?” 
 
    “I don't think my...” 
 
    His voice trails off as he checks his neck again, and then he turns to me with a face that suddenly looks so pale. His eyes, meanwhile, seem to have a faint tint of yellow. 
 
    “Sebastian,” he says slowly, sounding very much out of breath, “I think it's my heart.” 
 
    “What -” 
 
    Before I can finish, he drops down onto his knees, and then he starts moving his fingers around the side of his neck as if he's searching for something. 
 
    “I don't think my heart's beating, boy,” he stammers, sounding increasingly panicked. “For the love of God, I don't think it's beating at all. I can't find it.” 
 
    “That's impossible,” I reply, stepping toward him. “What are you talking about? Why are you saying these things?” 
 
    “It's not -” 
 
    Suddenly he grimaces, and then slowly he topples over and slams down onto his right side. 
 
    “Father!” I drop next to him and try to lift him up, but he's too heavy. 
 
    I move around and try again, and this time I'm able to haul him up until he's resting in my arms. As I look down at him, however, I see that his face is turning a pale shade of blue and his eye are staring up at me in frantic, frozen desperation. 
 
    “Tell me what to do!” I shout. “How do I make it start again!” 
 
    I wait, but he's turning a darker shade of blue so finally I realize I have to figure this out. I set him down against the ground and then – with no better ideas – I start slamming my fists as hard as possible into his chest, trying to somehow jolt his heart into beating once more. 
 
    “Help!” I shout, hoping that someone might be close enough to hear my cries. “Somebody help me!” 
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    Reaching my hands into the soil, I grab hold of a root and start pulling. At first there's no give, but finally I feel something shifting and slowly but surely I manage to pull the root up. I rock back and sit on the ground as I rip up the root's final section, and then I see several small, misshapen lumps where there should be potatoes. 
 
    Another harvest has failed. 
 
    This was my last chance. 
 
    Removing my cap for a moment, I use the back of my hand to wipe sweat from my sunburned face. My tooth is still aching, throbbing on the right side of my mouth, and when I look at my hands I see that they're covered in cuts and wrinkles and callouses. I'm twenty-one years old but my hands look twice, maybe three times that age. And as I sit here, exhausted and surrounded on all sides by unworkable land, I feel for the first time that I am an absolute, undoubted failure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That's him,” a voice whispers, and I hear furtive sniggers as I walk across the market square. “What's he wearing? He's covered in dirt!” 
 
    I cast a glance at the small group of gigglers, and they quickly busy themselves in a hopeless attempt to act as if they weren't talking about me. I expected no better from these common morons, but I also steeled myself to resist their petty barbs. I shall simply walk tall and proud, and pretend that I - 
 
    Suddenly my right leg buckles, and I'm too late to keep myself from tilting and falling. I land hard against the rough ground, and I let out a gasp of frustrated pain. I immediately start hauling myself back up, and my leg somehow manages to hold me this time, but when I glance back at the gossipers I see that they're staring straight at me, as if I've fallen so low that they no longer even bother to hide their scorn. 
 
    To hell with such idiots. 
 
    Resisting the urge to explain their stupidity to their slack-jawed faces, I simply turn and start limping toward the public house. The pain in my tooth is somehow even stronger than before, pounding in my jaw with a relentless urgency that clouds almost every other thought in my mind. It is as if the pain is a thought, and it would doubtless take over my entire soul were it not for the equally strong, equally relentless chasm of hunger in my belly. 
 
    As soon as I enter the public house, I am assaulted by the foulest aroma of beer, body odor and various other secretions. 
 
    “Whiskey,” I tell the barman, and I set some coins down. 
 
    He peers at my meager offering. 
 
    “You won't get much whiskey for that,” he says dismissively. 
 
    “Will I get enough to numb pain?” 
 
    Instead of replying, he takes the coins and drops them into a pot, and then he walks around to one of the cabinets. As he pours me some whiskey, my eyes wander over to the booth where – several years ago – I last saw that beautiful woman from the forest. How long ago that moment seems now, and how impossible my dreams of her. I wonder where she is now, that angel of the fairer sex? Is she happy? Is she happier than she would have been, say, had she come home with me? 
 
    Behind me, the door swings open and I hear foul-mouthed laborers laughing and joking among themselves. 
 
    “Here,” the barman says, setting a metal cup down in front of me. “That's your lot.” 
 
    Taking the cup, I look down and see barely a dribble of liquid at the bottom. 
 
    “Is that enough?” I ask. 
 
    “Have to be, won't it?” he replies. “Unless you've got any more money hidden about your person.” 
 
    The laborers look along at me as they sit on nearby stools. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, determined to retain some dignity. I lift the cup to my mouth and drink, although there is whiskey enough to wet my lips but not to run down to the back of my throat. 
 
    The taste is foul, and as I set the cup back down I feel my tooth still throbbing. The pain has not been subdued at all, and I am losing all hope that I might gain a little respite before performing the necessary extraction. All that has been achieved, in fact, is that the smell of whiskey has masked – for now – the rank rotten stench of my breath. 
 
    “If you're not having another one,” the barman says, taking the cup away from the counter, “I'll have to ask you to leave. Paying customers only, I'm afraid.” 
 
    “Of course,” I reply, too proud to argue with the dolt. 
 
    I turn to walk away, but for a moment my tired legs seem to seize as they are begging me: no more! I take a deep breath, however, and then I try again, and this time I am able to start staggering toward the door. 
 
    “I heard about that fuss over the way,” one of the laborers mutters nearby. “Chasing a witch, they are. Apparently she's been spotted in the forest near Andlesham.” 
 
    Stopping, I cannot help but turn and look back over at the oafs. 
 
    “It's not right, if you ask me,” one of the others says, before drinking from a cup and letting beer slosh down the sides of his chin. He lets out a burp as he wipes from his lips. “What if they don't catch her? What if she strays a little east and ends up round these parts?” 
 
    “There was one, a while back,” another man adds. “I heard Mike Stovler chased her all the way to the forest before he lost her. That was five or six years ago, but maybe it's the same one.” He opens his mouth to continue, but then he glances at me and – one by one – the other men all see me staring at them. 
 
    “Do you want something, young man?” the first man asks. “Aside from a change of britches, that is.” 
 
    They all start laughing. 
 
    “I'll have you know,” I say, summoning what little dignity I have left, “that these clothes are from one of the finest tailors in the entire state.” 
 
    “Looks to me like they're all covered in mud,” the nearest man says, causing more guffaws. 
 
    “Aren't you Staiter's son?” another man asks. “Don Staiter?” 
 
    “I was,” I reply. “I mean, I am.” 
 
    “I was sorry to hear about his passing a few years back,” he continues. “And your dear mother Ruth too, I believe.” 
 
    “She passed shortly after my father,” I explain. 
 
    The man removes his hat, and his fellows quickly do the same. 
 
    “They were good people,” he says. “You're Sebastian, I take it. How are things doing out there at the farm? I often wondered.” 
 
    “Everything is going very well.” 
 
    “Really?” He furrows his brow. “It's just, we noticed you don't ever bring anything in to sell at the market.” 
 
    “I sell to someone who collects them,” I reply, which of course is a lie. “I'm afraid I don't have time to cart all my potatoes down here for people to pick through them with their dirty hands. My harvest is so bountiful and so prized, I can afford to sell the whole lot to a man from Cincinnati.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “And now you must excuse me, gentlemen,” I continue, turning and limping toward the door as my tooth continues to throb. “I can't possibly waste any more time in this den of sin.” 
 
    “Den of sin, eh?” one of the men mutters, but I don't look back and instead I step outside, back into the cool afternoon air. 
 
    My tooth still hurts so very much. I had hoped that whiskey – such a vile drink at most times – might numb the pain a little, so that I can more easily wrench it out of my mouth. That plan is clearly a failure, so I suppose I must simply return to the farm and endure all the agony and blood-loss that is bound to ensue. At least the pain will eventually be over, though, and I shall perhaps gain a clearer mind once more. Yes, that is all I need. I must extract the tooth, and then I shall be able to think properly again. 
 
    Yet when I reach home two hours later, I do not take the pliers with me into the kitchen. Instead, as I sit on Father's old stool, I am holding in my hands his loaded rifle. 
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    Rain taps tauntingly at the window, and a strong wind whips through the night air outside. The weather has been worsening since sundown, and now it is close to midnight and there seems to be no let-up coming. Indeed, the candle by the window is flickering and dancing, as if some of the storm is forcing its way through gaps around the window. 
 
    I have been sitting here on the stool for many hours now, staring into the barrel of Father's rifle. My finger is down on the trigger, and with just one small depression I could end not only my toothache but all the other pain as well. I would be a failure, of course, but I would not exactly have long to live with that feeling. I suppose I would simply be gone in an instant, as if everything about me had been switched off. One day there would perhaps be a grave, with the name Sebastian Staiter inscribed and the years of my birth and death. Then again, who would pay? I suppose I shall most likely rot here in the house, and eventually somebody will come knocking and my dusty bones will be found. 
 
    Perhaps even my name will have been forgotten by then. 
 
    “There's a future here!” I remember shouting at Father once, in this very room several years ago. “Those people in the city, they need people like us, even if they don't wanna admit it. Without us, they'll all starve, and it's about time we used that to our advantage!” 
 
    Fine words, they were, but I could not follow through. 
 
    My tooth is throbbing. 
 
    Turning slightly, I look toward the open doorway. For a moment I think I see a figure. Father is there, watching me in his ghostly form. His eyes are darkened and his skin is pale, but evidently he has come back to observe my final moments. 
 
    “I'm not going to no city,” I remember saying, so cocky and confident. “Not ever. I'm not going to crawl on my belly like some broken little failure, crawl away from the farm and my family's heritage, and go to some city and beg for scraps from the tables of rich folk who wouldn't even stoop to spit on us if we were on fire. I'm not going to let this family's working tradition end in failure and -” 
 
    “Enough!” Father shouted. 
 
    “Enough,” I whisper now. 
 
    My finger tightens a little on the trigger. Why am I waiting? Am I a coward, even now? And why are tears running down my cheeks, and why does my bottom lip tremble? I suppose I am going to die weeping, but it seems I cannot help that. Perhaps the tears will even outlive me for a minute or two, continuing to run down what remains of my face while the upper half of my head has been blasted clean apart? 
 
    I am delaying. 
 
    I hope I am forgotten. 
 
    With that, I hesitate for only a moment longer before pulling the trigger. In an instant, a loud bang fills the air and I spot a flash in the barrel, and I flinch and – without meaning to – squeeze my eyes tight shut. 
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    It is a wondrous thing to open one's eyes and see a bullet suspended in the air just inches from one's face. It is a marvel, indeed, to lean slightly to one side and to see that still the bullet hangs as if by magic, as if some invisible force caused it to freeze midway betwixt between barrel and face. 
 
    Yet this is indeed what I see. 
 
    A moment later, as rain continues to blow against the window, I hear the creak of a floorboard behind me. I turn, and I feel a rush of shock as I see that there is a figure standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the low light of the hallway. And as that figure reaches up and places a hand on the jamb, I realize that the silhouette is that of a woman with long hair. 
 
    Somehow, deep down, I know that it is her. 
 
    I stare for a moment, before getting to my feet. Has this angel come to greet me in my hour of need? Did God himself look down upon this world and decree that I must live? That I have an important role to play in the world? Or did I in fact die, and is this the start of my journey into Heaven, where I shall take my place among the great and - 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud bang behind me, and I turn just in time to see the bullet blasting a hole in the opposite wall with such force that one of Mother's embroidered pictures falls to the floor. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” the woman says, as I turn to her with a shocked expression, “I was having to focus to keep it there.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what she means, but then she steps forward and I see her better in the candle's light. If anything, she has somehow – impossibly – become even more beautiful than I remember from our previous two encounters. Light and shadow dance across her face, and I see that although a faint smile is playing on her rich lips there is a trace of concern in her eyes. And then, all of a sudden, she reaches up and pulls back a hood that I had not even realized she was wearing. 
 
    “I was in the area,” she explains, her voice soft and soothing, “and I sensed great pain coming from this place. Sorrow. Regret. And then when I was at the window, I looked through and saw you sitting here with that...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, and she turns to look at the rifle that fell from my hands after I pulled the trigger. 
 
    “With that thing,” she continues, spitting the last out with undisguised distaste. “I did not read your thoughts,” she adds, turning to me again. “I would not do that. I merely picked up on your distress. It was difficult to ignore the pain. Honestly, the whole area for miles around seemed to be reacting to what was happening here in this little farmhouse. I heard it even above the storm.” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, and then her smile grows. Even in her eyes. 
 
    She tilts her head. 
 
    “You seem startled,” she adds. “I'm sorry, I -” 
 
    “How did you do that?” I ask, my voice filled with shock. I turn and look at the wall, where the bullet made a considerable amount of damage, and then I turn to the woman again. “It's impossible!” 
 
    “Not a lot of things are truly impossible,” she replies, taking a step toward me. “Not when one has the right tools.” 
 
    “But it stopped in mid-air!” I gasp, as she comes closer still. “It defied everything that a sane man knows to be true!” 
 
    “You're welcome,” she replies, before turning and looking toward the window. For a moment, I think I see a trace of fear in her eyes, but then she returns her gaze to me and forces a smile. “It's a cold night out there. Wet and windy. I'm sorry I intruded upon your land once more, that honestly was not my intention. I merely thought to pass through the forest here. I find forests provide excellent cover when one is traveling. After all, one often wishes not to attract too much attention.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” I ask, turning and looking again at the damaged wall. “I pulled the trigger! I heard the gun fire, I saw the flash just before I closed my eyes! I should be...” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, and then I turn to her again. 
 
    “I wouldn't worry about it too much,” she says, stepping closer still. 
 
    “But I should be -” 
 
    Before I can finish that sentence, she reaches out and places an exquisite finger against my lips, to silence me. There's a hint of desperation in her eyes now, as if she is burdened by some great worry, and then she turns and once more looks at the window. It is almost as if she expects someone. 
 
    I want to ask a thousand questions, but I do not dare speak while her finger remains on my lips. 
 
    She hesitates, and then slowly she moves her hand from my face. 
 
    Now I open my mouth to ask how she came to be here, but instead I simply stare at the line of her neck, and I marvel at her undoubted elegance. She is not one of those common girls from town, the ones who slouch and who know not how to comport themselves. She has style and grace, and I cannot help but assume that she must come from a good family. Certainly I imagine she was born with such innate qualities, but she must also have been groomed. 
 
    She is beyond beautiful. 
 
    And here am I, before her, wretched and disheveled and having just minutes ago tried to end my life. What must she think? 
 
    “I can explain everything,” I tell her. “It's not how it looks.” 
 
    “You weren't about to end your life?” she replies, turning to me again. “If you were merely cleaning the gun, you were doing so in a very unsafe manner.” 
 
    “It's complicated,” I explain. “A lot has happened in the years since I saw you last.” 
 
    “I know, I can tell.” She stares at me, almost as if she is trying to unpick my mind. “The land felt changed as I walked across the field. I could tell that precious little has grown here for quite some time. This is not the vibrant, working farm that I remember from my previous visit.” 
 
    “The season is not right for planting,” I tell her. 
 
    She watches me as if she knows I am lying. As well she might, for I can already tell that I am not very good at this particular falsehood. Perhaps, then, I should change the subject. 
 
    “I don't even know your name,” I remind her. 
 
    “You don't?” 
 
    “You never told me.” 
 
    She pauses. “There's no great secret to that,” she says after a moment. “I -” 
 
    Before she can finish, she suddenly turns and looks over at the window, as if startled by something. And then, a moment later, there's a sudden and very loud serious of bangs against the front door. 
 
    “They're here!” she gasps. 
 
    “Who are?” I ask. “What's going on?” 
 
    I wait for her to explain, but then I spot something moving on the other side of the window. Although I see only rain against the glass, I think I can hear someone outside in the yard. Sure enough, a hand suddenly appears and knocks on the glass several times. 
 
    “They've seen us,” the woman says, turning back to me with a terrified expression. “I thought I'd lost them!” 
 
    Behind her, there's a sudden thumping sound, and I realize somebody has opened my front door. I look over at the doorway, just in time to see three large men step into view, each with an ax in his hand. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask. “What are you doing in my home?” 
 
    “We're from Andlesham,” the nearest of the three men says firmly, his gaze fixed firmly upon the woman. “We've been riding out for two weeks now. We're hunting a witch.” 
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    “There are no witches here,” I stammer, horrified by this invasion of my home. “What are you men even talking about? Witches are nothing but a superstition!” 
 
    “Tell that to the good people of St. Justin's,” the man replies, stepping into the room with his two colleagues right behind him, “who were cursed during a simple prayer meeting. Blood gushed suddenly from the priest's nose and did not stop until he was dead!” 
 
    “And he's just one example!” a man behind him adds with venom in his voice. “This witch has been reported in the area several times over the past few years! Men always die when she's around!” 
 
    I turn to the woman, and I see that she seems frozen rigid with fear. 
 
    “She was lost spotted about two hours ago,” the foremost of the men says, taking another step toward the woman, “heading this way. We lost her in the forest, but we're certain she couldn't have doubled back. Which means she must have come within a mile or two of this very farmhouse. Or even, perhaps, to this farmhouse.” 
 
    He reaches out and touched the woman's shoulder from behind. 
 
    She flinches and pulls away, keeping her back to him. 
 
    “We have orders to take the witch back to Andlesham,” the man continues, “where she is to be tested and tried. And then, once her guilt is certain, she will be executed in public.” 
 
    “This woman is no witch!” I exclaim, horrified by such barbaric sentiments. “You cannot be serious!” 
 
    “If she's the woman we've been tracking,” he replies, “then she most certainly -” 
 
    “She is not the woman you've been tracking!” I blurt out. “She's my wife!” 
 
    I do not know where those words came from. Sheer panic, I suppose. Still, I glance at the woman and our eyes briefly meet, and I realize that I must stick to the fabrication for now. 
 
    “Your wife?” the man asks, wrinkling his nose with a sneer of disdain. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I think I know my own wife,” I tell him, affecting an air of irritation. “What are you fools doing, barging into our home in the middle of the night like this, throwing around baseless accusation rooted in nothing but common superstition? My wife and I were merely talking, and here you are with those axes in your hands, looking like ruffians from a previous century!” 
 
    “What kind of a wife lets a home look like this?” one of the other men asks, looking over at the blasted wall. “Doesn't seem to me that anyone's cleaned the place in a while.” 
 
    “That's none of your business,” I reply, “but if you must know, we don't actually live here. We simply came to look over the place, after having been away for quite some time. We live in a much larger, much more grand and modern home some distance from here.” 
 
    “You do, do you?” 
 
    “Most certainly.” 
 
    “And where might that be?” 
 
    “Garley,” I say with hesitation. Why did I pluck such an obscure village from all the possibilities. “Yes, we live in Garley,” I continue, before turning to the woman. “Don't we, my darling?” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, before turning to look at the man. 
 
    “That's right,” she says cautiously, her voice faltering with fear. “My husband and I live in Garley.” 
 
    “And you're just visiting this rundown old dump?” the man asks. 
 
    “This is a fine farmhouse,” I say, correcting him, “and it is held by an honorable family. We have good connections throughout the county and I will most certainly be asking some questions about how a group of thugs came to invade my home! If you think for one moment that you will get away with this intrusion, you are quite wrong!” To emphasize my point, I slam my fist against the wall. “Unless you leave right now, that is!” 
 
    “And what is your family's name?” the man asks. “Maybe I've heard of you.” 
 
    “What's your name?” I reply. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “What is your name?” I add, desperately trying to bluster my way through this situation. “Tell me immediately, or are you a coward?” 
 
    “My name is Ranleigh,” the man replies. “Charles Ranleigh. These are my associates, Charles McCorbin and Edward Hannah. And we -” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Ranleigh,” I say, interrupting him before he can ask any more difficult questions, “I would suggest that you turn around and leave immediately, with your tails between your legs, and pray that I do not press this matter further! And if I ever so much as set eyes on any of you reprobates anywhere near my property, I shall ensure that the full weight of the law is brought crashing down upon your heads! Is that understood?” 
 
    The three men stare at me for a moment, looking rather bewildered. 
 
    “It is understood,” Ranleigh says finally, “and I am sorry for any disturbance. I did not quite catch your name, though, and -” 
 
    “Staiter,” I reply, supposing that there is no need to lie about this particular matter. “Sebastian Staiter.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Mr. Staiter,” he continues, “and Mrs. Staiter. We meant no harm. We were merely trying to perform a good deed by hunting down a witch, and I suppose in the confusion of nightfall we perhaps misjudged the route she would have taken. Since she is evidently still out there, you will excuse us if we take our leave.” 
 
    “I will not only excuse it,” I sneer. “I demand it.” 
 
    He turns and ushers the other two men to the door. 
 
    My heart is absolutely pounding, and I worry I might faint at any moment, but I am starting to think that perhaps my little deception has worked. And then, as I am on the verge of breathing a sigh of relief, the deplorable Mr. Ranleigh stops and turns once more to me. 
 
    “I'm terribly sorry,” he adds, “but I just realized I didn't quite catch your wife's name.” 
 
    “Her name?” I reply. 
 
    “Curiosity, that's all,” he says, looking over at the woman as she keeps her back turned to him. “I just wondered whether you could tell me your name, M'am?” 
 
    I wait, but the woman does not reply. She is merely staring at me with those beautiful, yet fear-filled eyes, and I realize after a moment that the silence is becoming rather deafening. 
 
    “Angela,” I say suddenly, plucking the name out of nowhere as I turn to Ranleigh. “If you must know, my wife's name is Angela. Angela Staiter.” 
 
    “A beautiful name for a beautiful lady,” he replies, before offering a half-bow. “And now we really must be off. I hope you will be able to sleep soundly tonight, despite our intrusion. Please, lock your door in case the real witch comes back this way.” 
 
    With that, he turns and follows the other two men out, and then I hear the front door swing shut. I wait, not daring to speak, until I realize I can hear footsteps in the yard outside, and I realize that the ruffians truly have left us. 
 
    Finally daring to lower my guard, I lean back against the wall and check my pulse. As I expected, I find that my heart is racing at double-speed, and for a few seconds I feel that I might perhaps keel over. I am starting to break out into a cold, prickly sweat, and I feel utterly terrified. 
 
    “Thank you,” the woman says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “You saved my life,” she continues. “As you said at the public house some years ago, you seem to be making a habit of that.” 
 
    “I quite think you have saved mine as well tonight,” I point out, somehow managing to rally a faint smile. 
 
    “Your death, by gunshot, would have been quick,” she says. “A witch, left to the hands of those men, would not be so lucky. I have heard tales of how they treat their suspects. Even innocent woman, free of the burden of witchcraft, have suffered terrible fates, drawn out for days and days while cackling crowds enjoyed their every moment of agony. There seems to be no end to mankind's talent for cruelty, especially when he considers himself to be in the right.” 
 
    “I am just relieved that I got them to go,” I tell her. “I do not have much experience with lies.” 
 
    “Then it seems you have a talent for the theatrical,” she adds. “A great talent. Why, if I did not know the truth myself, I think I would have believed everything you just told those men.” 
 
    “It angers me,” I reply, stopping at the window and peering out to check that the ruffians have left, “to hear such mindless, superstitious nonsense. Did you listen to them go on and on about witches? I think they actually believed what they were parroting. Honestly, it makes me wonder how such ignoramuses can go about in polite society!” 
 
    Satisfied that the men have departed, I turn to the woman and see that she is watching me with her now-customary expression of concern. It is if something I just said has caused her to feel uncomfortable, although I cannot imagine how. And then, just as I am about to ask whether or not she is alright, I look over at the hole in the wall and I remember the way that bullet hung in the air for a moment earlier tonight. I try to think of some natural explanation for such an event, and then I turn to the woman and see that she seems almost scared. 
 
    “Witches are not real,” I tell her, even though I can hear the doubt in my own voice. “They are a product of febrile, old-fashioned imaginations.” 
 
    I wait for her to agree with me, but now – if I didn't know better – I would say that she looks almost guilty of something. 
 
    “I myself am a much more enlightened man,” I continue, as much now to convince myself as to improve my impression upon the woman. “I know full well that witches and other such creature are mere poppycock. It would take a lot more than a freak occurrence, such as the erroneous behavior of a bullet, to convince me to abandon all faith in science and rationality.” 
 
    Again, I wait for her to concur, and again she seems too scared to speak. In truth, I am beginning to feel just a little desperate. I cannot think of an explanation for the bullet's behavior, yet I refuse to let my great mind weaken to the point that I might entertain the possibility of witchery. Why, I think I would rather believe that I have gone mad, which is a distinct possibility. For now, however, I can hear the storm getting stronger outside and I realize I cannot possibly let this beautiful creature leave. 
 
    “You did not tell me your name,” I remind her, “before we were so rudely interrupted.” 
 
    “The name Angela seems fine,” she replies. 
 
    “But your real name...” 
 
    “I should like to lose my real name for a while,” she says, and now her smile seems more genuine. As if, finally, she too has begun to relax. “If you don't mind, while I am here I should like to be called Angela. Though if you prefer to be alone, I can of course leave. I do not want to cause trouble or -” 
 
    “No!” I say, stepping toward her, panicking a little at the thought that I might lose her again. “I shall happily call you Angela. It is a truly beautiful name and, as such, it suits you a great deal.” 
 
   


 
  

 Ten 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    The storm has stopped, but rain is dripping from the roof as I peer out at the yard and see the first light of dawn spreading across the land. Puddles of water are everywhere, shimmering slightly in a gentle breeze, but the worst of the tempest is most assuredly over. 
 
    And I can hear Angela humming somewhere outside. 
 
    The thought her her being nearby is enough to put a big smile on my face. But then, sensing movement nearby, I turn and see Father's pale face staring at me as a reflection against the window. It is as if he is standing right behind me, but when I turn he is of course not there. Still, I have been seeing him more and more of late, and I am beginning to worry that – as improbable as it might sound – Father's spirit still resides here in the farmhouse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you sleep well?” I ask, standing in the doorway and watching as she sits over at the edge of the porch, twirling her fingers in the air just above the ground. 
 
    “I did,” she says with a smile, turning to me. “But did you? I felt so bad, taking your bed while you slept in the armchair.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I tell her. “Please, think nothing more of it.” 
 
    “How is your toothache?” she asks. 
 
    “My -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I realize that the pain is gone. 
 
    She smiles. 
 
    “Did you do that?” I ask. 
 
    “You were suffering,” she replies. “I didn't like that.” 
 
    I watch as she looks back down at her finger, and after a moment I see that there appears to be something swirling around her finger, something faint like a constant wisp of smoke. I want to ask her what she's doing, but instead I start making my way over and then I crouch down, and I see that several thin, barely-visible strands of misty blackness are whipping and whirling around her moving finger. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask, unable to hide my curiosity. “I have never seen such a thing before.” 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” she replies. 
 
    I take a deep breath. Since I woke, I have been wrestling with some of the things that Angela said during the night, and I have decided to hear her out in regard to this so-called witchery. 
 
    “They are forest spirits,” she explains. “They're alive, though not really in the way you or I would imagine. They simply drift through the forest all day and all night, floating along unnoticed by human eyes. I rather think that they're barely conscious at all, although I seem to be getting these ones rather excited. Maybe I shouldn't do that, but I can't help playing with them. And sometimes... Well, watch this.” 
 
    She reaches down and introduces a second finger to the game, and a moment later the misty strands begin to slip around one another until – finally – they appear to be tied together. 
 
    “I really don't know what I'm doing,” Angela explains, moving her fingers away and letting the conjoined strands drift away together. “I don't think it hurts them, or at least I hope it doesn't. Then again, one should perhaps be more careful. After all, they are living things and I wouldn't want to hurt their development in any way.” She smiles at me for a moment, before raising a hand and using it to shield her eyes from the bright morning sunlight. “Are you about to tell me, Mr. Staiter, that you still don't believe in witchcraft?” 
 
    “Please, call me Sebastian,” I reply as I watch the smoky wisps drift away across the yard. “And as for witchcraft, I no longer know what I believe, after seeing the way that bullet behaved. And seeing those things just now. And then there are the...” 
 
    For a moment, my voice trails off as I remember the sight of Father's face in the glass. I know such things are impossible, but I also know what I saw and I truly believe that I am not insane. 
 
    “What do you see?” Angela asks suddenly. “When you stare into space like that, what are you thinking about?” 
 
    I turn to her. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Liar. Tell me.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, but then I glance back at the doorway and once more I see Father's pale, ghostly figure. 
 
    “Ghosts,” I say finally. “Sometimes... I know this must sound foolish, but sometimes I think I see ghosts here.” 
 
    “There's no such thing as ghosts.” 
 
    “Says a woman who claims to be a witch?” 
 
    “Indeed,” she replies. “What you see, or think you see, is a figment of your imagination.” 
 
    “It looks rather real,” I tell her. 
 
    “That's because of your powers.” 
 
    I turn to her. “What powers?” 
 
    “I suspected something when you punched the man who was attacking me, all those years ago. But last night, my suspicions were confirmed when you sent those three men away. You were rather unconvincing, Sebastian, but they still did exactly as you demanded. I don't think you have any awareness of this, but I am certain now that you possess a very low-level, very latent degree of power. Of witchcraft, or whatever you want to call it. Tell me, you haven't ever been trained, have you?” 
 
    “Don't be foolish,” I reply, shaking my head. “How many impossible things do you expect me to get my head around in one day?” 
 
    “You do have power,” she says. “It's wild and untrained, and it's probably not anything particularly potent, but it exists within you. Tell me, have you not noticed over the years that you can sometimes do things that others can't? You certainly seem rather persuasive.” 
 
    “That does not have to be witchcraft,” I point out. 
 
    “I see it in you,” she tells me. “It's a part of you.” 
 
    I want to tell her again that she's wrong, but then I realize that perhaps I should play along. Looking past her, I spot her cloth bag on the ground with the edge of the old book poking out. 
 
    “What do you have there?” I ask. 
 
    She looks over at the bag, and then she carefully slides out an ancient-looking book that appears to be almost falling apart. There are thick, fresh stitches that seem to have been added as part of a desperate rescue effort, but as she opens the book I can already see that the whole thing is incredibly fragile. 
 
    The first page shows a wall of text with a few basic drawings in the margin areas. 
 
    “It's a kind of guide,” she says, turning to another page and – in the process – causing the pages to creak. “Very few witches have their own copy of the Minetti Codex, but I was fortunate to be gifted this by someone I met a very long time ago.” She turns carefully to another page, and then another, revealing more text and a lot more sketches. “There's so much information in here. So much history. So many guides. I learned a great deal from reading this book, and believe me I've read it many, many times. I know it almost off-by-heart.” 
 
    “It's beautiful,” I tell her. “Like you.” 
 
    She smiles as she turns to the next page. 
 
    “What's that?” I ask, leaning closer as I see a crude drawing of a woman with several lines passing through her body. She appears to be in a seated position, and the lines run through her as if they're forming some kind of seat or throne. 
 
    “That's Derian,” she says, reaching out and tracing the drawing with a fingertip. “It's said she was a very powerful witch of old. Perhaps the most powerful ever. Too powerful for the world, in fact.” She continues to trace the drawing, with a kind of tenderness. “According to the legends, hundreds of years ago a group of other witches got together and worked out how to constrain Derian. Against all the odds, they were able to subdue her for long enough to place her in a kind of prison made of sticks.” 
 
    She turns to the next page, which shows another – larger and more detailed – drawing of the same thing: a woman is sitting with sticks or poles impaled through her in several places, and the construction seems to be keeping her upright. 
 
    “It worked. Derian couldn't escape. She was trapped alive, with no way of escaping. The prison even rendered her essentially invisible to anyone who wasn't highly sensitive to her presence. She had no allies, no friends, no-one to come and rescue her. I can't imagine what must have been going through her mind, I can't imagine the agony, but the witches believed it was their only choice. They were desperate to control her powers, and they thought they were working for the good of the whole world. There have been arguments ever since about whether or not that's true, but nothing can change the fact that she was trapped forever. And there were grave warnings that if she's ever released, the whole world will burn.” 
 
    I watch as she runs a fingertip over this drawing too. 
 
    “Do you believe it?” I ask finally. “The story, I mean.” 
 
    “I do. Most of it, anyway. But as you'd expect, there have been numerous wild versions told over the years. People tend to add fantastical bits to the story.” She pauses, and I sense a kind of sadness now in the way she's staring at the drawing. “The true version, as far as I understand, is that Derian eventually died. That prison was too strong, even for her. After a few hundred years, the witches guarding her determined that she'd faded. Eventually the prison was taken apart, and Derian's body was burned to ash. She was no more.” 
 
    “So witches can die?” 
 
    “Of course. It just takes a lot of hard work.” She stares at the drawing for a moment longer, before suddenly slamming the book shut. “It's a sad story,” she continues, with a hint of tears in her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if she'd been allowed to live. Her power terrified all the other witches, and I know they had their reasons, but the world would have been a very different place today if Derian had remained at large all those years ago. We'll never know what she would have achieved, though. And no other witch has ever come close to matching her powers since.” 
 
    “Can I take a look?” I ask, reaching over for the book. 
 
    “Best not to,” she replies, pulling it away and sliding it back into her bag. “You have just enough strength to cause trouble, but not enough to know how to fix things.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Trust me, Sebastian,” she continues, “you really need to explore your powers at your own pace. If I'm even right about you having them. And as the story of Derian goes it's probably for the best to not be too powerful.” She smiles. “Not that either of us have to worry about that. Compared to Derian, I'm just a third-tier carnival act, and you're...” 
 
    She laughs. 
 
    “I'm what?” I ask. 
 
    “You're Sebastian,” she says, “and that's wonderful. And you shouldn't want to be anything else.” 
 
    “What if I could make my farm grow?” I ask. 
 
    “The way I did?” 
 
    “What do you -” 
 
    Before I can finish that sentence, however, I remember the first night we met. She was hurt, she was bleeding, and she let some of her blood run into the soil. The following summer was the greatest harvest any farm could ever know, and then the years after that saw the land return to its previous, fading state. I want to believe that it was my hard work and new ideas that caused the bountiful harvest, but now the truth is clear. 
 
    Angela must have been responsible. 
 
    “Don't feel bad,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Of course you can make your farm a success again. I can help you.” 
 
    “I want to do it all by myself,” I tell her. 
 
    “It would be a lot easier for you if you let me help,” she explains. “You probably want a more sustainable kind of growth.” 
 
    “But I could just look at that book and find out how to do it,” I say, before reaching over to grab the bag. “Just let me -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She slaps my hand away, and for a moment she seems angry. 
 
    “I'll stay and help you,” she continues. “For a while, at least. I should have done that in the beginning, but I was too eager to get going.” She looks out across the fields. “Right now, with those witch-hunters running around, I should probably keep my head down anyway. So I can stay and show you how to get the farm back on its feet, and this time I promise that it won't be a flash in the pan.” She turns to me again, and then she reaches a hand toward me. “Do we have a deal, Sebastian?” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, but then I shake her hand. I'm willing to try anything, and I'm also hopeful that Angela will come to understand that I'd make a good husband. 
 
    “So I think it's fair to say that you believe in witches now,” she adds. “Right?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I reply, and I must admit that a shudder passes through my chest as I realize that it's true. She has me – at least partially – convinced. Or if not convinced, then at least curious. 
 
    Last night, I was ready to end my life. Now here I am, sitting in the morning sun with the most beautiful woman in all the world, eyeing the bag on the ground and wondering what other secrets might be contained in that marvelous tome. 
 
   


 
  

 Eleven 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    One year later 
 
      
 
    “This is a potato,” I say, holding the firm, round tuber in my hands. “It is neither the largest I have ever seen, nor the prettiest, but by God it is a potato. And it grew right here, in my soil.” 
 
    “There will be a harvest,” Angela says, wiping sweat from her brow as she gets to her feet. “I promised you a steady, sustainable crop, and that's what you have.” 
 
    “You didn't even have to spill any of your blood into the soil to get it.” 
 
    “That was a foolish move on my part. I was showing off.” 
 
    “It certainly did the job,” I point out, still marveling at the potato. 
 
    “Flashy attempts to show off are all well and good,” she replies, “but a less theatrical approach is sometimes best.” She reaches out and takes the potato from me, giving it a good squeeze. “Next year's crop will be even better. And the next year's, and the year after that too. If you follow the guidance I've suggested, this farm can be wonderful again.” 
 
    “And you're sure it's not possible to have the larger, fuller potatoes every year?” I ask. 
 
    “Be happy with what you've got, Sebastian,” she replies, with a hint of sadness in her voice as a cold wind blows across the field and ruffles her dress. “It's a lot more than some ever even dream of.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thoughts are given form in the world through channels from the mind,” I whisper as I read another page of Angela's sacred book. “These channels permit magnification of ordinary powers, and as Derian herself proposed it is possible to influence the physical world with just the barest of touches.” 
 
    I turn and look at the potato on the nearby table. I have been practicing for so long now, yet I have never been able to manifest any of the powers suggested by this book. Even now, the simple act of making this potato roll seems to be beyond me, despite my best efforts to follow the book's teachings to the letter. Of course, the task would be easier if the instructions were clearer, but now as I sit here and focus I find that the potato remains resolutely unmoved. 
 
    Sighing, I turn back to the book and - 
 
    Suddenly I hear footsteps out in the corridor. I quickly close the book and slide it back into Angela's bag, before taking a set of papers and pretending that I am hard at work. A moment later, Angela steps into the room and I feign some degree of concentration as she comes over to the table. 
 
    “Busy?” she asks. 
 
    “Hmm?” Looking up at her, I realize with relief that she still doesn't know I've been looking at the book. “Oh, just making some plans, that's all.” 
 
    “Good,” she replies. “Careful planning is key, it'll set you up for success long after...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment, and she seems somewhat trouble. 
 
    “Is something on your mind?” I ask. 
 
    “You're very perceptive.” 
 
    “Is that a witchy power,” I continue, “or something more human?” 
 
    “Witchcraft is human, in a way,” she replies. “There's no great divide. I'm human, after all.” 
 
    “Very much so,” I tell her. “I hope so, anyway.” 
 
    “But you're right, there is something I've been meaning to talk to you about.” She makes her way around the table, and then she sits next to me. “When I chose to stay here last year, it was for many reasons. One was that I was surely being chased down in the countryside, and another was that I wanted to help you. I felt partially responsible for your problems with the farm. But all those things are done and dusted now, and in truth this is the longest I've ever stayed in one place since I was a child.” She pauses, and I think now there are tears in her eyes. “Sebastian, I promise I'll come back to visit sometimes, but -” 
 
    “Please don't go!” I blurt out. “Not yet!” 
 
    “Sebastian, I -” 
 
    “You must stay!” Reaching out, I take hold of her cold hands in mine. “Just one more year! Please!” 
 
    “And then we will have to have this same conversation again.” 
 
    “Another year will make all the difference,” I tell her, which is true. Another year, and I will have convinced her to become my wife. “Please, Angela. I need you.” 
 
    She hesitates, and then she sighs. Looking down at her hands – which are still held in my own – she seems undecided, and I am momentarily filled with panic at the thought that I might lose her. 
 
    “Marry me,” I splutter finally. 
 
    “Sebastian?” She stares at me with an expression of shock, and then she pulls her hands away. 
 
    “If that's what it takes,” I continue, “then marry me! You can have half the farm! You can have anything you want, just so long as you stay here!” 
 
    “Sebastian, I...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, and I wait for her to accept my offer. 
 
    “You don't need to ask me to marry you,” she says finally, “to get me to stay. I can delay my departure by one more year, if you really think it'll help with your work. Just know that after that year is over, I shall have no choice but to leave. I have places I must go, and people I must see.” 
 
    “People who are waiting for you?” I ask, and for the first time – yes, truly the first time – I begin to consider the possibility that she might have a family out there. “People who even now are missing you?” 
 
    “It's complicated,” she replies, “but let's just say that I can't afford to get too attached to anywhere or anything.” She pauses again, staring into my eyes. “Or anyone, Sebastian. It's very important that you understand that.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I tell her, even though secretly I am already trying to think of ways to make her love me. I need to make her feel about me, the way I feel about her. We can be so happy and successful here on the farm, if only she'll realize this fact. “I'm not some weak fool, you know,” I continue. “One more year of your help, and I truly believe I shall have the farm back on an even keel. And then whatever happens next year... Well, we can cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “You're very sweet,” she says, reaching out and putting a hand on the side of my face for a moment, with a degree of tenderness that I have long awaited. “You're a good man, Sebastian Staiter. An honest man. A kind man. I'm so pleased that you're devoted to your farm.” 
 
    “Of course I am,” I reply, even though deep down I feel a flicker of doubt. Is the farm really enough for me, now I know that there is so much more in the world? “How could I not be?” 
 
    She smiles, then she lowers her hand and kisses me on the cheek and gets to her feet. 
 
    “What was that for?” I ask. 
 
    “It was to seal our deal.” 
 
    She takes her bag and walks away, heading to the hall. 
 
    “What deal?” I stammer. 
 
    “The one we just made, silly.” Stopping in the doorway, she turns to me. “I'll stay for one more year, to help you truly get on your feet.” 
 
    “And what do you get in return?” I ask. 
 
    “Company. Safety.” She pauses. “Time to think. And now I must rest, Sebastian, because I'm so tired. I'll see you later in the afternoon.” 
 
    “You will,” I reply as she steps out of view, and a moment later I hear her bedroom door bump shut. 
 
    Reaching up, I touch the spot on my cheek where she kissed me. That was not the first kiss, of course. There have been several, dotted here and there throughout the year. And as each kiss fades over the span of a few minutes, I always worry that it might have been the last. At least I know now that Angela is going to stay for another year. I planned to make her my wife during her first year here, but now I shall have to redouble my efforts and secure her during her second. 
 
    And I know exactly how I shall achieve that aim. 
 
   


 
  

 Twelve 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    Another year later 
 
      
 
    The potato rolls across the floor at a steady pace, headed straight for one of the table legs. Then, just as it's about to strike the table, the potato changes direction and comes toward me, rolling a little faster now until it reaches the shadow of my shoulder, at which point I focus extra-hard. Suddenly the potato leaps up and lands on the counter, before rolling to a stop just a few inches from my hands. 
 
    There. 
 
    I did it. 
 
    For the first time, I put together all the little tricks I've learned, and I put on quite the display. I cannot help but feel proud, although I also know that I have a lot more work to do yet. The simple manipulation of a potato is not enough. 
 
    I want more. 
 
    I turn to another page in Angela's book, and I see another illustration of the woman trapped in her throne of impaling sticks. This drawing pops up every so often in the book, like a recurring theme to which the writer returns, and it is clear that the fate of the great witch Derian is meant as a warning against the accumulation of too much power. I, of course, am nowhere near the point where such a warning would be relevant to me. All I can really do, so far, is roll a potato around the room. 
 
    Suddenly I hear the front door open, and I quickly put the book back into Angela's bag before returning the bag to its customary spot on a shelf under the counter. Then I get to my feet and straighten the creases from my new shirt, just as Angela reaches the doorway with a shovel in her hands. 
 
    “Sebastian, I -” 
 
    She furrows her brow. 
 
    “Sebastian, what are you wearing?” 
 
    “It's a new shirt that I picked up in town,” I say with a smile, stepping forward and then giving her a twirl. “It cost a lot, but I can afford good clothes again, now that the harvest is looking good. Aren't you impressed?” 
 
    “It's... interesting,” she replies, sounding a little out of breath, “but you must come quickly. I've found something outside.” 
 
    “What -” 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    She turns and heads back to the front door, and I have no choice but to follow. When I get out to the yard, I see that she has made great progress on the new irrigation ditch she has been digging all morning. As I reach the edge of the pit, however, I see that her progress has been almost too great. Indeed, looking down I realize I can see a patch of stonework far, far beneath the surface. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask. 
 
    “I think I finally understand why you were having such trouble with your land,” she replies. “Sebastian, there are tunnels beneath your farm. Lots of tunnels.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Careful!” I say as I help Angela down. “Watch yourself!” 
 
    She hops down the last little distance, landing next to me. I reach out and grab her waist, to steady her, and the candle in her hands almost snuffs out. Once she is sure of her footing, I keep my hands on her waist for a moment longer than is strictly necessary, and then I let go as she turns and looks both ways along the tunnel in which we now find ourselves. 
 
    “I found evidence of more tunnels at the top of the nearest field,” she explains. “No-one would build tunnels for just a short distance, Sebastian. I suspect that these might stretch for quite some considerable distance. Did you really have no idea that they were here?” 
 
    “None at all,” I reply, as the candle flickers and casts our shadows against the rough walls. The air down here is icy, and the darkness in either direction is far from inviting. “It does explain the trouble with the land, though. The only mystery left is why my father did not know that these things were here.” 
 
    “They seem to be just a little deeper than one would ordinarily dig,” Angela replies, stepping past me and starting to make her way along the tunnel in one direction. “Someone obviously -” 
 
    “Wait!” I hiss, grabbing her bare arm and feeling her cold, pin-pricked skin. “We don't know what's down here!” 
 
    “What could there possibly be?” she asks, turning to me. “You're not afraid of monsters in the dark, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not, but someone built these things,” I point out. “Unless you're suggesting that they went to all the trouble of building the tunnels, only to completely abandon them.” 
 
    I wait for her to reply, but suddenly I realize there's a hint of sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “What do you think they are?” I ask finally, convinced that she has some idea. “Angela?” 
 
    “I might be wrong,” she replies, her voice trembling with sorrow, “but... I wonder, have you heard of the underground passages that were constructed recently to enable freed slaves to pass through dangerous territory?” 
 
    “I have,” I tell her, “but I am sure no such tunnels were built here. I would have heard. Besides, these look older.” 
 
    “Freed slaves are not the only ones who have needed to move in secret,” she replies cautiously. “Hundreds of years ago, when witches were first being hunted here in America, similar arrangements were made for their movement. The witches had some small advantages when it came to building such tunnels. I'd heard rumors that there was a network somewhere around here, even that there were entrance and exit chimneys hidden in the forest, but I never truly believed those rumors were true. Now, though...” 
 
    She turns and looks back the other way, as if she's lost in thought. 
 
    “So what are you suggesting?” I ask. “That terrified witches used to come along these tunnels, so that they could travel without fear of being captured and killed?” 
 
    “Exactly, Sebastian. You have to understand, most witches who came to America did so because they thought they could be free here. The old English witch-hunters had driven them out of their original homes, but there was a hope that the new world would be more enlightened. As you will surely know, that did not turn out to be the case. Persecution here was just as bad as it had been in the old world. Worse, even, in some cases. Hope swiftly turned to despair, and to the realization that witches will never be safe.” 
 
    “Why did they not use their powers to subdue their enemies?” I ask. 
 
    “Is that how you think it works?” 
 
    “Is it not?” 
 
    “There were strong witches like Derian, to be sure,” she continues, “and a few with more minor powers, such as Black Annis. But most witches, Sebastian, are more like me. They have small powers, enough to influence the world around them, but they cannot command the elements or strike down whole armies of men. We have enough power to show, but not enough to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Then what is the point?” I ask. 
 
    “The point?” 
 
    “Why even have powers, if you can't use them to change the world?” 
 
    “It's not a choice we are given,” she replies. “I myself learned that I had this curse when I was just a child. I hid my powers from everyone, for I knew that I would be cast out as a freak. When I was nine years old, I was forced by my parents to attend a witch trial in a neighboring town.” The tears in her eyes are clearer now, and after a moment one of the tears escapes and runs down her cheek. “I saw that woman tortured in a town square,” she continues, “and then disemboweled before a baying crowd. Then, while she was still just about alive, her guts were hung around her neck and she was then burned to death. I don't even know whether she truly was a witch, but I understood that day that the world is very dangerous for our kind. So I completely understand, Sebastian, why witches of earlier generations went to all the trouble of building these vast underground networks. They were terrified.” 
 
    I wait for her to continue, but she simply turns away. At first I think she is looking along the tunnel, but then I hear a faint sniffing sound and I realize she is weeping. 
 
    I step closer, to comfort her, but at the last moment I do not dare. Perhaps she does not want to be touched right now. Why would anyone want to be touched when they are so upset? 
 
    “I can feel their fear,” she sobs finally. “At first I thought I was imagining it, but now I know it's true. I can feel such fear in this tunnel, Sebastian. The witches who came this way were running for their lives, and they couldn't even be sure that they'd find safety when they eventually resurfaced. Most of them probably didn't. There's a reason you don't hear of witches very much these days, Sebastian. Most of our kind were slaughtered. It's one of the greatest acts of mass genocide in human history, yet you'll find barely a mention in the history books.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I tell her, although I know such words are of little comfort. 
 
    “Look!” She steps past me and holds the candle up to light a set of scratches on the wall. “I think this might have been a map, to help the witches get about.” 
 
    I follow her over and see that the scratches form a complex pattern. 
 
    “It can't be a map,” I point out. “Why, if that's a map, then this tunnel system must be enormous. It must run as far as the mountains in the east, and maybe even to the Palianna River near Meadow's Point.” 
 
    “Let's get out of here,” she replies, stepping back over to the patch of light beneath the opening. “Can you help me up?” 
 
    “Don't you want to explore?” 
 
    “I don't want to be down here for one moment longer than I have to,” she says bitterly. 
 
    “But we could find -” 
 
    “Help me up, damn you!” she hisses, turning to me with an expression of pure anger. “You might not feel the misery down here, but I do! Now help me up, or what use are you at all?” 
 
    I hesitate, and then I step closer and start helping her reach up to haul herself to the surface. I am shaking a little, horrified by the violence of her temper, but I tell myself that she is simply in an emotional state. And I make a secret promise that one day I shall come down here and explore properly. Although when I look back over at the scratches, I cannot help but wonder whether these tunnels truly stretch for so many miles. Is it possible that, beneath our feet this whole time, there has lain this reminder of an entire forgotten history? 
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    She's still sobbing. 
 
    Sitting in the kitchen, reading the book of witches by candlelight, I can hear Angela sobbing in her room. She has been in there for hours now, ever since we climbed back out of the tunnel system, and I do not know how to comfort her. I have knocked once or twice on her door, but there has been no answer and I have chosen to not disturb her. She will come out eventually, I am sure, and for now I am trying to discern more secrets from this book's archaic pages. 
 
    Turning to another section, I am surprised to see a drawing of a common bird. A crow, perhaps, or a raven. The bird has several small round objects balanced on its back, and when I look at the next piece of text I find that it relates to the drawing. 
 
    “One of the first tests of any witch's power,” I whisper, reading from the book, “is to make a bird balance stones on its back. This simple test examines many of the disciplines that a witch must master, and demonstrates an ability to counter nature. A bird balancing stones cannot fly properly, of course. Most witches can make a bird do this regardless, can force it to go against its nature in a manner than will ultimately lead to its death. After all, a bird that cannot fly is unable to hunt, or to feed. But a witch of reasonable power can make the bird keep the stones on its back until eventually it dies of malnourishment.” 
 
    I look at the drawing again. 
 
    Such a simple task, and I am already wondering whether I might succeed. Tomorrow I shall go out into the forest and see whether I can pass this test. I think I have a chance. 
 
    Hearing footsteps, I quickly slip the book away and take up some papers, pretending to once more be at work. I am careful to not look up, even as I hear Angela coming into the room, and then I tense a little as I realize she is coming this way. Finally she kneels next to my chair, and I try to affect a casual attitude as I turn to her. 
 
    Her eyes are red from weeping, and half-dried tears glisten on her cheeks. 
 
    “I did not want to disturb you,” I tell her, although I am startled by the intensity of her stare. Something is different. “I thought it best to...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask after a moment, setting the papers aside and turning more fully to face her. “You are troubled by those tunnels, I know, but -” 
 
    “They were so alone,” she stammers, her voice tense and halting. “The witches who moved along those tunnels in centuries gone by. They were terrified and they were alone. That's something that scares me so much, Sebastian. I know this will sound utterly foolish, but for so long I have forced myself to be alone because I wanted to lie to myself. I wanted to tell myself that it was my choice, rather than risk knowing that it was because I have no other option.” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I follow,” I reply. 
 
    She opens her mouth, but then she hesitates before leaning forward and kissing me hard on the lips. She places a hand on my shoulder, to hold me in place, and I do not struggle as she presses her lips harder and harder against me, until there is almost pain. And then, slowly, I begin to realize that I can feel the wetness of her tear-stained cheeks against my own face. 
 
    “Come to my room,” she says finally, moving her lips while they are still touching mine, breathing her hot breath directly into my mouth. 
 
    I can smell her skin, and her hair, and her tears. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Come to my room, Sebastian. All night. Come to my bed.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Don't be a fool, Sebastian. Not now, of all times. You're a man, and I know you understand what I want from you tonight.” 
 
    I swallow hard. 
 
    “We are... We are not married,” I point out. “It might be a sin.” 
 
    “Don't talk to me about sins, not after what I felt in that tunnel today. Sins go unpunished in this world every day, and purity unrewarded. And I refuse to believe that the two of us, going to bed together for one night, is a sin in anyone's book. But that's not for us to decide, anyway. We're animals, Sebastian. Let's be animals.” 
 
    “But you said -” 
 
    “I don't care,” she whispers. “I'll rationalize it tomorrow. I'll tell myself whatever lies are necessary. Just come to bed with me tonight, so that I'm not alone. Let me feel the warmth of another body.” 
 
    I get to my feet, and she immediately begins to lead me to her room. I tell myself that she means only for us to sleep side by side, for comfort and companionship, but I quickly find that this is not the case. As soon as we reach the bed, she begins to undress me, and I swiftly fall with her in a way that I have never fallen with a woman before. The night is magical and perfect, and I explore every inch of her body just as she explores every inch of mine. 
 
    By the time the sun rises the next morning, I am a man and she is my woman. And it all feels so very, very right. 
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    “One more,” I whisper, kneeling on the forest floor and carefully lowering a small stone onto the back of a crow that I have commanded to stand still for me. “Just one more.” 
 
    I set the stone next to the others, and now there are five balancing on the poor bird's back. To my astonishment, I have managed to make the crow obey me completely, and I cannot help but smile as I look at its blank black eyes. 
 
    “Now you keep these on, do you understand?” I continue. “You can fly, and do anything you want that you would normally do, but you are to keep these stones on your back because... Well, because I command you to, that's why. Under no circumstances are you ever to take them off. Now go. Try to fly.” 
 
    The wretched bird looks around for a moment, before suddenly hopping forward and spreading its wings. It does indeed attempt to take off, but the stones jostle on its back and one almost rolls off. Then, as if it has sensed that it might be about to fail, the crow adjusts its position and manages to keep all the stones in place, although evidently it has – for now – given up on all thoughts of trying to fly. 
 
    “Well done,” I say with a smile, as the crow hobbles across the forest floor. “You have passed your test, as indeed I seem to have passed mine.” 
 
    I watch the crow as it tries again and again to fly, and as it continues to fail. It could cast the stones off and soar up into the sky, of course, but it does not do so. My command seems to be drilled into the bird's mind in a very firm manner, and I have no doubt that the bird will continue to follow my instructions even when I am back at the farmhouse. In my heart, I already feel the warmth of pride, and I am starting to wonder what other tests might be described in Angela's book. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I start walking back across the clearing. I am aware, as I have been all morning, that I am walking slightly differently now. It is as if something fundamental has changed in me, since I spent last night in bed with Angela. I am a proper man now, and I know her as intimately as any man can know a woman. I made love to her, and I satisfied her, and when I rose this morning I left her sleeping soundly in her bed. In our bed. I put on one of my fine new shirts, and all that is left now is - 
 
    Suddenly I hear a scream, ringing out through the forest, and I immediately recognize Angela's voice. She cries out in pain, and I break into a run as I race back to the farmhouse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No!” Angela sobs, dragged forward by a rope that is wound tight around her wrists. She stumbles and falls, landing hard against the mud, but the man pulls on the rope and starts dragging her sobbing and screaming toward the waiting horses. 
 
    “Stop!” I shout breathlessly, finally reaching the yard. “Let her go!” 
 
    I immediately recognize three of the men as the reprobates who showed up here once before. The lead of them is named Charles Ranleigh, and it was he – with his two pitiful colleagues – who entered my home two years ago and announced that they were searching for a witch. They are with another man, however, and it is he who is dragging Angela through the mud. 
 
    “Stop!” I shout again, rushing over and dropping to my knees, trying to untie the wrists of my beloved. “What are they doing to you?” I stammer. “Angela -” 
 
    “Run!” she sobs, and I see bruises and fresh blooded cuts all over her face. “Sebastian -” 
 
    Suddenly something hits me hard on the back of the head, knocking me sideways until I slump down in the mud. The pain is intense, throbbing around my skull, but I sit up and reach once more for Angela, only to see her being dragged once more away. 
 
    “You should know better, farm-boy,” the taller man says, turning to me with a sneer. “Hiding a witch is a capital offense. And don't tell me for one moment that you don't know exactly what she is. I just examined her myself, and it's plain that coitus has taken place. You are going to pay a very dear price indeed for giving in to the witch's temptation.” 
 
    “Sebastian, run!” Angela screams. “Get -” 
 
    Before she can finish, the man punches her hard on the side of her head. 
 
    “No!” I shout, stumbling to my feet and running to her aid, only for the other men to grab me and hold me back. 
 
    “You shouldn't have lied to us two years ago, Staiter,” Ranleigh sneers into my left ear. “Did you really think we wouldn't eventually find out? As soon as we saw a better sketch of this witch, we knew we'd seen her before. And Edmund Gaines here is one of the country's top witch-hunters. He's never failed, not even once.” 
 
    “Save it for the jailhouse,” Edmund Gaines says as he starts tying the rope to the horse, evidently intending to drag Angela away. “We'll take them both. The witch's crimes are beyond doubt, but there's some hope left for the man if he confesses fully and quickly. He might get away with merely losing a limb or two.” 
 
    “Don't you touch her!” I hiss, struggling to my feet again, only for Ranleigh and his two associates to force me back down into the mud. “If you do, I swear -” 
 
    “You swear what?” Gaines says with a laugh, as Angela groans on the ground. “You don't look like much, boy. Fine clothes you're wearing there, though. You must have spent some money.” 
 
    “They won't be fine for long,” Ranleigh chuckles, reaching down and grabbing a handful of mud, which he quickly starts smearing all over the front of my shirt. “Oh, that's such a shame. So much mud in your nice new things, Staiter.” He runs his hand onto my face, and despite my struggles he manages to shove a handful straight into my mouth with such force that I feel crumbling wet mud rushing down the back of my throat. “You know we could execute you right here and now, don't you? You're lucky we're honorable men. We'll be taking you to town for a full trial.” 
 
    Turning away, I spit out as much of the mud as I can, and then I gasp for air. 
 
    “Let's get out of here,” Gaines says, and I turn to see that he has tied Angela firmly to the back of the horse, and that he's now getting ready to mount his steed. “Gentlemen, I'm sure I don't need to tell you that the witch has soiled that house in which she slept.” 
 
    Two of the men start making their way toward the farmhouse, as Ranleigh hauls me up onto my feet. 
 
    Angela is barely conscious, groaning in agony on the ground with her wrists tied to the rope. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I whisper, feeling a growing sense of anger rising through my chest. 
 
    Suddenly I hear a crashing sound, and I turn to see that the other two men are smashing the farmhouse's windows. To my horror, one of them then takes a lit torch and tosses it into the kitchen, and a moment later flames start rippling inside my home. 
 
    “You can't do that!” I sob. “You can't do any of this!” 
 
    “You'll find we can,” Gaines says, climbing up onto his horse as I turn to him. “The Lord -” 
 
    “No!” I scream. 
 
    Gaines turns to me, but suddenly some invisible force pushes against him and knocks him clean off his horse, sending him crashing down to the ground. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    He immediately starts getting to his feet, while brushing mud from his tunic. He looks around for a moment, before stepping over to Angela and kicking her hard in the ribs. 
 
    “Is that the best you can do, witch?” he sneers. “Knock an honest man off his horse!” 
 
    “She didn't do anything!” I shout, struggling desperately to get free from Ranleigh's grip. “It wasn't her!” 
 
    “Then who was it?” he asks with a faint smile. “You?” 
 
    He turns and starts climbing back onto his horse, but I feel another surge of anger. In an instant, Gaines is flung once more to the ground, and this time there's a loud cracking sound as he lands. He cries out as he rolls onto his side, and this time he does not get up so quickly. 
 
    “What's happening?” Ranleigh asks, sounding scared but still holding me firmly. “Is the witch doing that?” 
 
    “Kill her!” Gaines gaps, clutching his left arm as if it's broken. He stumbles to his feet, clearly in pain. “Kill the witch!” 
 
    “What about the trial?” Ranleigh stammers. 
 
    “There'll still be a trial,” Gaines replies, before taking an ax from his belt and limping over toward Angela. He raises the ax high, ready to strike. “We'll put her corpse up in the square so everyone can judge her and -” 
 
    Before he can finish, he tips over backward. Shocked, I realize that I am responsible for these attacks on his person, and I test this theory by trying to pluck the ax from his hands. Sure enough, the handle breaks free from his hands and the ax skates across the ground before coming to a rest at my feet. 
 
    “This is witchcraft!” Ranleigh gasps, letting go of me and stepping back. “It's pure witchcraft!” 
 
    “It is indeed,” I reply breathlessly, picking up the ax and turning to him. “But this isn't!” 
 
    I swing the ax at his head, and he's too slow to get out of the way. The blade slices straight into the side of neck, with such force that I let go of the handle. Ranleigh staggers back with the ax embedded halfway into his throat, and then he reaches up and starts pulling the ax free. As soon as he does so, blood begins to spray from the wound, and he desperately tries to press his hands against the torn flesh in an attempt to stem the loss. 
 
    “What did you do?” he stammers, dropping the ax and taking another step back, before falling to his knees. “Lord, protect me!” 
 
    “The Lord seems not inclined to protect you on this day,” I reply, picking up the ax and turning to Ranleigh's two associates, who are already advancing upon me with their own axes drawn. “If anything, the Lord appears to be on my side.” 
 
    Both men lunge at me, swinging their axes as they do, but in each case the weapon is drawn from their hands. As their axes slam into nearby trees and fall to the ground, I step toward them with my own ax raised, and this causes them both to step back with horrified expressions. 
 
    “You made a mistake coming back here,” I tell them angrily. “It'll be the last mistake of your miserable lives.” 
 
    As a pair, they turn and rush to get their axes. I immediately decide that their axes should instead rush to them, and so it proves. Both blades fly through the air, and I hear a pair of agonized cries as the axes hit their targets' chests. The first man drops immediately, and the other staggers on for a couple more paces before also dropping. I am utterly startled to see that I was able to bring them down so easily, but I know that - 
 
    Suddenly something slices down into my shoulder from behind. I cry out and fall forward, and then I turn and feel something heavy embedded at the top of my right arm. I reach around and swiftly feel the handle of another ax. 
 
    “What has she turned you into, man?” Edmund Gaines snarls, limping toward me. “Has the witch's power infected even you?” 
 
    I struggle to get a proper hold of the ax, but finally I am able to start sliding it out of my shoulder. The pain is incredible, bursting through my body, and I can feel blood flowing freely down the back of my shirt as I pull the ax around and adjust my grip on its handle. 
 
    “Come at me, then,” Gaines says, holding his hands up and gesturing for me to try striking him. “Are you brave enough? Do you dare? The Lord watches us even now, and I am certain I shall strike you down. Then I shall drag that witch off to town, and she will stand trial whether she be alive or dead. Even if she is rotting by then, I will nail her to a seat in the market square and read out a list of her crimes until her blackened heart explodes!” 
 
    “Never!” I shout, but when I try to raise the ax with my right arm I find I am barely able to move it at all. The wound in my shoulder must have caused more damage than I had realized. 
 
    “See?” Gaines sneers. “Nothing good comes to those who consort with witches.” 
 
    I try again to raise the ax, but then I spot Angela motionless on the ground and I realize I must get to her immediately. I have no time to trifle with Gaines, yet already he is stalking toward me again. 
 
    “Prepare to die, wretched creature,” he tells me. “I shall enjoy your -” 
 
    Suddenly he stops and lets out a pained gasp, and I see him stiffen as a ripping sound fills the air. I mean only to drop him in some manner, but I watch in horror as the skin is slowly torn and peeled away from his face. He cries out, but now the last of the skin is torn away to reveal the bloodied muscles and sinews beneath. It is as if the man has been peeled like a common apple, and he reaches up with trembling hands to touch the horrid mess. Even now, blood is running down onto the front of his tunic, and I can see the terror in his lidless eyes as he begins to realize what has happened. 
 
    “I would make you suffer unimaginable pains,” I tell him with a trembling voice, “had I but the time to do so. I do not, however, so you must forgive me for making this swift.” 
 
    He lets out a faint groan, and then – quite decisively and deliberately – I wrench his head to one side, snapping his neck in the process. 
 
    He stumbles forward, and then he falls dead at my feet as I turn to hurry across the clearing. 
 
    I stop as I see that Angela is now sitting up, staring at me even as blood runs down her face. 
 
    “What did you do, Sebastian?” she gasps. “How did you kill those men?” 
 
   


 
  

 Fifteen 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    “It is nothing,” I mutter darkly as I set Angela down on the bed in her room. “You must not concern yourself with such things right now. We are safe, and that is all that -” 
 
    “Have you been looking at the book?” she gasps. 
 
    “Why would you ask such a thing?” 
 
    “You have!” She stares up at me in horror. “I told you to leave that book alone, Sebastian! When I first came here and you asked about it, I told you in no uncertain terms that you were not to go near it at all!” 
 
    “I put out the fire,” I tell her, hoping to change the subject. “There was not too much damage, although -” 
 
    “You looked at the book!” she snarls. “I told you not to!” 
 
    “And what if I had followed your instructions?” I ask, struggling to move my right arm as I try to make her more comfortable. “We'd both be being dragged to a rigged trial by now. We'd be on our way to our graves!” 
 
    “You shouldn't have been able to do what you did,” she replies, wincing with pain. “Two years of self-directed study should never have been enough! You cut down four men! The last of them, you killed in a display of strength that I've rarely seen before!” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn't have underestimated me,” I point out. “Wait here, I'll go and fetch some water.” 
 
    I turn to walk away, but then I realize that perhaps I should help her understand. Turning back to her, I see that she's staring at me with an expression that seems equal parts fear, shock and reverence. It is the reverence that I believe is most deserved. 
 
    “There was a test detailed in the book,” I tell her. “It was about placing stones on a crow's back. I went out into the forest, Angela, and I passed that test!” 
 
    I wait for her to laud my achievement, but she seems lost for words. 
 
    “What,” she says finally, “exactly did you do?” 
 
    “I did what the test directed,” I explain proudly. “I made the bird bow to my will. I placed the stones on its back, and then I watched as it tried to fly. It'll still be out there in the forest now, still going against its natural instincts and trying to fly without disturbing the rocks. I'll go and check tomorrow, to be certain, but I could tell at the time that my mastery of that bird's mind was complete. It will struggle with those stones until it dies.” I hold my hands out, and I can't help but smile. “That's when I realized I could master these powers. When I passed the test of stones on a crow's back.” 
 
    Again I wait, but again she says nothing. 
 
    “Water,” I add finally, turning again. “I'll fetch water.” 
 
    “You failed that test, Sebastian.” 
 
    I step out into the hallway, and then I turn back to her. 
 
    “No,” I say, “maybe you misheard but I -” 
 
    “I heard every word you just said,” she replies, “and I'm telling you, you failed. The aim of the test wasn't to bend a poor little bird's mind to your will, to force it to starve to death while carrying your pathetic little pile of stones. The aim of the test was for you to realize that you held that power over another life, but to refuse to actually go through with it.” 
 
    “That's not true,” I reply uncertainly. “It can't be.” 
 
    “What did you gain from doing that to the crow?” 
 
    “I proved my power!” 
 
    “And nothing else?” 
 
    “What else is there?” 
 
    “Exactly.” She spits that word out with barely disguised venom. “The only way to pass that particular test would be to recognize that it was an abuse of your powers. You failed, Sebastian, and it's not a test that anyone can ever take a second time. You failed, and in doing so you proved yourself to be wholly ill-suited to any powers at all. If you had waited and learned properly, you might have had a chance.” 
 
    “You're just saying that because you're jealous,” I tell her. 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Maybe I'm better at this than you'd expected. Maybe I am more powerful than you have ever been.” 
 
    “Is that what you truly believe?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. “I do, actually.” 
 
    “Then you just failed a second test.” 
 
    “What test is that?” 
 
    She stares at me, with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Never mind,” she says softly, before turning and leaning back against the bed, and placing her hands in criss-cross fashion across her chest. “I'm sorry, Sebastian. I'm so very sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I wait, but now she is merely staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” I ask. 
 
    Again, there is no answer. 
 
    “I shall fetch some water,” I tell her, turning away and this time making my way to the kitchen, where I stop at the window and look out at the four corpses that are scattered around the yard. 
 
    I did that. 
 
    I killed four men, without even breaking a sweat. 
 
    Angela is hurt, and in shock, and she does not recognize the truth about me. Perhaps she enjoyed feeling like the powerful one here, perhaps she felt she had some kind of power over me, and it's taking time for her to realize that we're on a more level footing. Indeed, perhaps she feels that I am more powerful, in which case she is coming to terms with this sudden change. I must simply be understanding of her struggle, and I must give her time to accept who and what I am. 
 
    Looking down at my right hand, I try to close a fist. My arm is damaged and the pain is extreme, but somehow I find the necessary strength and I force myself to move my fingers until finally the fist has been achieved. 
 
    I am strong. 
 
    Soon Angela will see that, and she won't be afraid anymore. She'll be in awe. 
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    Two days later 
 
      
 
    Misty dark strands dance in the wind, coming close to my hands as I finish patting the soil flat. I have finally buried the last of those four witch-hunting ruffians, and as I step back I can't help but admire my work. I was worried that my damaged shoulder would prevent me from digging these graves, but if anything the work caused my wound to heal much faster than I ever would have expected. I am stronger than I ever realized. 
 
    “I'm leaving, Sebastian,” Angela says suddenly, behind me. 
 
    I watch the misty strands for a moment longer, before turning and looking over at the farmhouse. 
 
    “I can walk now,” she continues, stepping out onto the porch with her bag over her shoulder. “It's time for me to go.” 
 
    “No,” I reply. 
 
    “Yes, Sebastian.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No.” 
 
    “I stayed longer than I should have.” 
 
    “You've only been here for two year,” I point out. “That's nothing.” 
 
    “It was long enough for you to lie to me,” she replies. “I told you not to look through the book, but you did. And then you proved that you have no idea how to wield this power responsibly. I could have killed those four men, Sebastian. I could have cut them down before they laid a hand on me, but I didn't. I held back and I accepted their punishment, because I understood that these powers should never be used in anger.” 
 
    “You'd have died,” I point out. “We'd both have died.” 
 
    “In agony. And yes, I would have accepted that. Not because I wanted to die, but because part of this power is about understanding that we shouldn't cling to life regardless of the cost. If violence and anger and hatred are the only way to live, we must either find another way or we must die without adding to the cruelty in the world. In dealing with those men, and in failing the test of the stones on the crow's back, you've shown me that you're not the right kind of person to shoulder this responsibility.” 
 
    She steps down off the porch and heads out across the yard. The black wisps of mist immediately start following her. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Sebastian,” she continues. “I never should have come here.” 
 
    “I'll go and set it free!” I blurt out, hurrying after her. Grabbing her arm, I force her to turn to me. “Will that make you happy? I'll find that crow and I'll take the stones from its back, and I'll let it be free!” 
 
    “It's far too late for that.” 
 
    “I'm sure the crow wouldn't agree!” I tell her. “I'll set it free and then everything will be fine again.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she replies, with tears in her eyes. She moves my hand from her arm and takes a step back. “Good luck, Sebastian. You know a lot already, and I'm sure you'll be fine here. Perhaps things could have been different, but those chances are gone now. I'm truly sorry, but I have to leave. I wish you nothing but the best.” 
 
    With that, she turns and starts walking away again. 
 
    “No!” I shout. “Come back!” 
 
    She doesn't reply, but I hear her sniffling. 
 
    “Get back here!” I shout, and now she's almost at the far end of the yard, with the black wisps following after her. “Angela! Get back here right now!” 
 
    She takes another step forward. 
 
    “Come back!” I scream, and in an instant some hidden force shoves her back and sends her crashing down against the ground. 
 
    I hurry over to her, shocked by the violence of her fall. 
 
    “That wasn't me!” I stammer, reaching down to help her up, only for her to push my hands away. “I didn't mean it, I swear! I would never hurt you!” 
 
    “You don't have a clue how to control this power!” she snaps, getting to her feet and hauling the bag back onto her shoulder. “Be very glad that I'm leaving now, Sebastian. Any more exposure to the book might tip you completely over the edge.” 
 
    I grab her arm, holding her tight. 
 
    “What do you think you're doing?” she asks. “Sebastian, don't make me force you to back down.” 
 
    “You can try,” I tell her, staring into her eyes and seeing a flicker of fear that she can't possibly hide. “I don't think you'll succeed, though. I think you're scared of me, of what I can do. You're right, I haven't been properly trained, yet it seems I'm pretty good with these powers already. Maybe I have a very strong innate sense of how these things work. Do you really want to test me?” 
 
    “You've already failed every test you've faced.” 
 
    “Go on, then,” I reply, looking down at her hand on my arm. “Force me to let go.” 
 
    “Sebastian...” 
 
    “Force me!” 
 
    I wait, and after a moment she sighs. And then, slowly, I feel a gently pressure trying to lift my fingers from her skin. The force is weak at first, just a gently nudge, but after a few seconds I feel the power intensifying until finally I have to focus hard in order to keep her in my grasp. 
 
    “Is that the best you've got?” I ask, forcing a smile. “It's not much of a demonstration.” 
 
    “Sebastian, don't push me.” 
 
    “You're the one who should be careful here,” I tell her, as I feel her trying harder than ever to push me away. “Why don't we go inside and talk? You should try thinking back to how scared you were when you came here all those years ago, Angela. I remember the fear in your eyes. I remember you trembling with terror when you realized those witch-hunters had found you. I remember your screams when Edmund Gaines was dragging you away.” 
 
    “And now I have the same fear when I look into your eyes,” she replies. “I don't want to see what you've become.” 
 
    Suddenly she pulls her arm away, and I realize I'd allowed myself to become distracted. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sebastian,” she continues, turning and walking away. “I'm so sorry.” 
 
    “Angela, wait!” 
 
    “My name isn't even Angela,” she adds dismissively. “Go and -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Lunging at her, I grab her from behind and pull her back. She struggles, desperately trying to tear herself free, but I've got her clasped too tight and I quickly manage to get an arm around her chest, locking her in position as I lean closer to her left ear. 
 
    “You're going to see!” I hiss. “I'll make you see! My power isn't something to fear. It's something to celebrate. Together!” 
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    “Come here,” I whisper, holding my hands out as I wait for the crow to stumble toward me. “It's okay, there's no reason to be scared. I want to help you.” 
 
    Barely able to walk in a straight line, the crow manages to hop this way while keeping the stones balanced perfectly on its back. Its little black eyes have a hint of red at their edges, and I fancy that the bird is a little slimmer than before, but it stops obediently and I carefully take the stones from its back one by one. 
 
    “There,” I say, as I remove the last stone, “now you're free to go back to how you were. No harm done.” 
 
    I let go of the bird, and it immediately flies up into the afternoon sky, brushing my face as it goes. I lean back, but then I stare up and watch as the crow circles the clearing before flying away. I can't help but smile as I see that Angela was completely wrong. The bird is fine and order has been restored, and I doubt the pesky little critter even remembers now that it spent a few days burdened by those stones. 
 
    I might have failed the test at first, but now I've passed with flying colors. That has to count for something. 
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    “Here,” I say, setting a plate of food down in front of Angela. “You must be hungry. Eat.” 
 
    I wait, but she simply stares at me with that same dark, angry expression that she's worn ever since I brought her down here into the cellar and chained her to the wall. I understand why she's angry, truly I do, but at the same time I feel that she's stubbornly refusing to even consider matters from my point of view. 
 
    She'll come around eventually, though. She has to. 
 
    “You can't starve yourself, just to spite me,” I point out. “That's good food there, and you need your strength.” When she doesn't reply, I reach out to touch the side of her face, but she quickly turns away. “I went and found the crow,” I continue. “It was hopping around not far from where I left it. You were right, what I did was wrong and I see that now. But I took the stones and I set the bird free. Surely that has to count for something, right? Everyone's allowed to make a mistake now and again, but I've learned!” 
 
    I wait for her to admit that I'm right, but she simply keeps her face turned away from me. 
 
    “It flew away,” I add. “The crow, I mean. How can you be angry at me, when the crow is fine now?” 
 
    “You still took the lure,” she replies, not even looking at me. “You didn't stop to consider the repercussions of your actions, Sebastian. You'll make the same mistake again.” 
 
    “No, I won't.” 
 
    “You will. It's part of you.” 
 
    “Let me show you something,” I reply, holding up a stick that I brought in from the forest. “Do you see this? I've been practicing. Watch.” 
 
    I stare at the stick, and after just a few seconds the upper half bursts into flames. I quickly blow the fire out, and then I turn to see that Angela has been watching. 
 
    “I could burn the whole forest down,” I point out. “I never would, though, because I've learned from my mistake with the crow. I'm a good person now and I'm a responsible wielder of this power, and we can work together and be very happy. That night we shared meant a lot to me, Angela, and I think it could be the start of something truly wonderful. I'm going to be a responsible person from now on, I swear. I just need you to have faith in me, and then I'll unchain you.” 
 
    I wait for her to reply, but she says nothing. 
 
    A moment later, feeling something brush against my right hand, I look down and see that one of the black wisps of smoke is dancing close to me. Looking further across the cellar, I see that there are a few dozen of those wisps down here now, as if they've followed Angela all the way into the house. 
 
    “You're popular,” I point out, turning to her with a smile. “That's nice. What did you say they were again? Some kind of spirit from the -” 
 
    “Let me go, Sebastian,” she says firmly. 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “Tell me your real name,” I reply. 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “Can't you force your way out?” I ask. “Can't you bend the chains until they snap? Or have I tied you too carefully? Too well? Maybe it's finally time for you to admit that I'm, if not your better, then at least your equal when it comes to these powers. Perhaps I never would have learned about this side of my mind, not if you hadn't come along and helped me. But I can't turn the clock back. Let's cooperate, and let's start by having you tell me your real name.” 
 
    I wait, but she stares at me in stony-faced silence, as if she's challenging me to accept her decision. 
 
    “What's wrong?” I ask. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    Again I wait, but again she says nothing. 
 
    And then, slowly, I realize I can hear a faint scraping sound nearby, and as I look into Angela's eyes I realize that there's something I'd missed until this moment. 
 
    Concentration. 
 
    She's focused on something, and the scraping sound is coming and closer and - 
 
    “No!” I gasp, suddenly spinning around just in time to see that one of the old trowels is dragging itself across the cellar. As soon as I set eyes on the trowel, it flies into the air and spins toward me, and I barely manage to duck out of the way in time. 
 
    I drop down against the dusty ground and then I turn, just as the trowel bangs hard against the wall and then drops impotently to the floor. 
 
    “What was that?” I snap, turning back to Angela. “Were you trying to hurt me?” 
 
    “I'm going to get out of here!” she sneers, with tears in her eyes. “This isn't how you want it to be, Sebastian! I know you, you're better than this! You're letting the power go to your head, but if you just calm down you'll see that holding me down here is wrong! And it's not going to get you what you want.” 
 
    “It means you're still here,” I reply, picking up the trowel and carrying it to the steps that lead back up into the kitchen. “And don't think about trying any of those tricks again, because I'll be ready for you. Eat your food and I'll come back down for the plate later.” 
 
    By the time I'm back in the kitchen and I've shut the hatch, I feel ready to explode. Angela actually tried to hurt me, to knock me out so she could escape, and when I look down at the trowel in my hands I feel as if my blood is starting to boil. Finally, unable to contain myself any longer, I turn and throw the trowel across the room with such force that it smashes straight through the window, shattering the glass. 
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    Five years later 
 
      
 
    Stopping at the edge of the field, I crouch down and take a closer look at one of the strange, tall white flowers that now cover the land as far as the eye can see. Some of the flowers have a faint blue tinge, but all share a bulbous yellow eye in the center. These things have been growing like weeds, and until now I've been neglecting the land. 
 
    Reaching down, I start tugging on the base of one of the flowers. After a moment I'm able to pull the whole thing out, at least until the fibrous roots start pulling tight. Leaning down, I see several large, round potatoes dangling from the underside, and I realize the flowers must have grown from the potatoes themselves. It has been a long time since I concerned myself with such matters as harvests and growing patterns, but the field seems at last to have produced some fine stock. 
 
    There was a time when these potatoes would have made me weep with joy. Now, they merely remind me of older, sadder times when life was hard. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I slide the bolt across before lifting the hatch, and then I listen for a moment. All I hear is silence, at least at first, but I wait a little while longer, just to be sure. 
 
    Sometimes I hear Angela weeping down there. 
 
    Other times, I think I hear her muttering. 
 
    She always falls silent when she knows I'm coming with her food, so I like to try eavesdropping a little so that I might work out exactly what's on her mind. It's not as if she ever really talks to me these days, although I always try to make conversation. Some days, I even touch her. She fights back a little, but I want her to remember the closeness of our bodies that one sensual night years ago. So I do to her these strange and pleasant things, these things that a husband would do to his wife. She barely responds, even after I have finished, but it is my hope that in some small way I am managing to stir some feelings in her body. 
 
    It's strange, the routines one can fall into after a few years. 
 
    I wait a moment longer, and then I start carrying the bowl of soup down. The candles from this morning are still burning, although I shall have to change them soon. When I reach the bottom of the staircase, I look across the cellar and see that Angela is in her usual place, sitting with her back against the stone wall that runs around the chimney stack. The farthest parts of the cellar are shrouded in darkness, but at least I can see Angela properly as I make my way across the cellar and then stop in front of her. 
 
    She's staring up at me silently, as is her wont these days. 
 
    It must be three years now since she last deigned to speak directly to me. Had I not overheard her muttering away to herself once or twice, I would not have heard her beautiful voice in so long. 
 
    “I kept some soup for you,” I say, crouching down and setting the bowl next to her. “It's good. It's nutritious. I hope you'll finish it all up for me. You know I worry about you.” 
 
    I wait, as I always do, in case she decides to speak. Her eyes maintain that same intelligence that I remember from the night we first met some fourteen years ago. I was but fourteen years of age myself back then. I have now doubled that number, and I am in my late twenties. I am so much more of a man – of a human being – that I was back then, and I have gained many new tricks in the meantime. How I dearly wish that Angela would relent and agree to stay here voluntarily, so that we might share our lives properly. 
 
    “Do you know what I managed to do today?” I ask with a faint, hopeful smile. Perhaps she will be impressed. “I managed to reach out from the forest and listen to the voice of a peasant girl who was walking a few miles away. I could hear her every thought. After a while, it occurred to me that I should see whether or not I could speak to her. In her mind, that is. So I tried, and I think maybe she heard me. I quickly stopped and withdrew, of course, but I think this is something I might practice for a while.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Her stare is filled with calm, methodical anger. 
 
    At least I know that no trowels or other implements are going to come flying at me. After a few misguided attempts early in her stay down here, she seems to have long ago given up on such attacks. 
 
    “It is a strange thing to enter the mind of another living thing. I wonder, Angela, whether I could enter your mind? Or would you push back?” 
 
    I pause, telling myself that it would be wrong to intrude, but finally I cannot help myself. I begin to reach out through the air between us, slipping my own thoughts past the barrier of her skull and seeking the center of her consciousness. For a few seconds, I begin to feel the slow, intelligent hum of - 
 
    Suddenly a bright flash fills my mind and I fall back, landing with a bump on the dirty ground. I wince, momentarily in pain, but the sensation quickly passes and I find that Angela is still staring at me with that same expression. 
 
    “Very good,” I tell her, unable to hide the fact that I am a little startled. “I don't blame you for keeping your defenses up. I didn't really mean to enter your mind properly just now, I was merely probing your defenses, trying to see whether you're still strong. I'm glad that you are.” 
 
    She does not reply. 
 
    “I would let you into my mind,” I continue. “I have nothing to hide. Go ahead, reach in and swim in my thoughts.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    She simply continues to stare at me. 
 
    “What's stopping you?” I ask. 
 
    Again, the only response is silence. 
 
    Finally, I sigh as I get to my feet. 
 
    “Don't ever claim that I didn't make a peace offering,” I mutter, turning to head back to the staircase. “I'll be back later to swap out the -” 
 
    “You're a fool,” she says suddenly. 
 
    I freeze, shocked by how scratched and damaged her voice sounds. 
 
    “You offer to let me into your mind,” she continues, “as if that's some great privilege. When the truth is, I've been in and out of your thoughts for years now and you never even noticed. You're really that stupid, Sebastian, aren't you? That pompous and arrogant. You have no clue what's been going on down here in the five years I've spent chained to this wall. I bet you didn't even notice that the spirits all vanished from the forest.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask, turning to her. 
 
    “They came to me,” she explains, “one by one. They barely had minds of their own, so they were easy to command. Of course, with my hands tied like this I struggled to really knit them together. It took thousands just to make one of these creatures, but I worked slowly and calmly. I know I once told you that these powers shouldn't be used for violence, Sebastian, but seeing you has made me change my mind. You're a danger to so many, and I had to think of a way to stop you.” 
 
    “What are -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear the hatch slam shut at the top of the staircase. 
 
    And then, slowly, something starts moving and rustling in the darkness at the far end of the cellar. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask, taking a step back. “Angela, we -” 
 
    “My name is not Angela!” she spits. “Maybe there was a time when I'd have told you my real name, back when I thought you had a shred of decency in your soul, but that moment has passed. You're going to die not knowing, Sebastian. The guilt will be hard for me to bear, but that's a price I'm willing to pay. I helped create you, I allowed you to grow your powers, and now I have to stop you.” 
 
    “What's there?” I whisper, watching the darkness as I hear a slow scratching noise coming closer. “There can't be anything else down here, there -” 
 
    Suddenly I see it. 
 
    There's a figure on the floor, as big as a man and slowly crawling out from the darkness. Black as night with glistening skin, the creature is approximately the shape of a human being, but its limbs are a little thinner than they might be and its head is bulbous and round. And as the creature emerges a little further into the light, I see that its skin is made out of strings and strips of cross-hatched black fibers, as if the entire body has been woven together. 
 
    “Individually,” Angela continues, “each forest spirit is nothing more than a drifting wisp of semi-consciousness. But knitted together, dried out and forced to bond with one another, they become so much more. They become life, Sebastian. Pure life, driven by hunger and instinct, and so very easily controllable.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask if she's serious, but now the creature is crawling past her and coming toward me. I can see some kind of clear liquid oozing from the tiny gaps between all those strands, and when the creature moves its head slightly I hear a rippling, crackling sound coming from within its body. There are precious few features on its face – certainly no eyes or nose that I can make out – but after a moment a slit opens wide across the lower section and I see row upon row of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “This thing can't be real,” I stammer, taking a couple of steps back until I bump against the wall. “Angela, how are you creating this illusion?” 
 
    “It's no illusion, Sebastian,” she says firmly. “It's thousands of forest spirits packed together. And once it has devoured you, I'll be able to escape these chains and finish the job of burning your miserable farmhouse to the ground.” 
 
    “No!” I shout, unable to stop staring at the horrific creature as it crawls closer and closer. “Why does it not stand? Why does it crawl on its hands and knees like that?” 
 
    “Don't worry, Sebastian,” she replies, “it can still kill you from down there. Especially with help from its brothers.” 
 
    Before I can respond, I spot more movement at the far end of the cellar. Another of these foul creatures crawls into view, then another, and another and another until there are a dozen of them all making their way toward me. At the same time, I hear a slow, guttural growl and I turn to see that the closest creature is opening its mouth wider and wider, allowing thick globules of saliva to hang down from its teeth. 
 
    “Call them off!” I shout, gripped by an absolute sense of terror. “I'm begging you, Angela! Call these things off!” 
 
    “Now it's my turn to be the sorry one, Sebastian,” she replies. “I want you to know that I will always, always blame myself for what happened at this farm.” 
 
    “No!” I yell, turning and racing for the staircase. I start running up toward the hatch, and by the time I'm halfway I actually think I might escape. 
 
    And then it strikes. 
 
    Something slams into my back, and I cry out as I feel sharp teeth biting hard into the side of my neck. I immediately fall down and hit the steps, and then the weight on my back pulls me thudding back down until I collapse on the floor far below. 
 
    I try to push the creature off, but it's too strong and instead I feel it biting harder into my neck, digging deep until its razor-sharp teeth grind against my jawbone. 
 
    And then the others come. 
 
    Another creature bites my left leg and starts pulling, as if it means to separate me limb from limb. 
 
    A third creature bites my other leg, lower down this time at the ankle. Its teeth crunch down against the bone, snapping my foot, and I scream as I feel blood spraying from the wound. 
 
    Moments later a splitting sound fills my ears as the first creature starts tearing at my flesh, and then I hear a loud splattering sound, as if rain is falling. I manage to turn my head slightly to the left, just enough to see a fountain of blood spraying from my open neck and covering the gray wall in furious arcs of crimson red. 
 
    “Stop!” I gurgle, as blood bursts up into the back of my throat. “I'll do anything, but -” 
 
    My cry twists and becomes an animalistic howl as another set of teeth bite into the back of my head, crunching against the skull and then starting to tear at my scalp. Blood is rushing down across my face now, soaking into my eyes in such volume that I can no longer even see. I'm being torn apart, strips of skin and flesh are being ripped from my body, and the pain is so great that I can barely even remember my own name. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” I hear Angela sobbing on the other side of the cellar. “I should never have let it come to this.” 
 
    For a moment, I feel myself starting to surrender. I can't fight back against these beasts, and like a pack of wild animals they're going to tear me to shreds. Then, however, some spark of strength lights in the depths of my soul, and I realize that I have come too far to let myself die like this. For a few seconds I don't know what to do, but finally I reach out and grab the lowest step, and then somehow – as if by a miracle – I manage to haul myself forward and up the staircase. 
 
    “Go!” I gasp. “Leave me alone!” 
 
    I grab the next step and pull myself further up toward the hatch. The pain is immense but I know I would rather die like this than simper and weep on the floor while accepting my fate. If anything, the pain is starting to drive me ever onward, and it's the pain upon which I now call as I seek the strength to grab yet another step and drag my bleeding body higher. I try to tap into this pain, to twist it around and use it to fuel my rage, and sure enough a moment later one of the creature bites again into my neck and I use this agony to drag myself further and further up the stairs. 
 
    Finally, reaching out, I feel the closed hatch. I fumble for a moment, and suddenly I manage to push hard and the hatch swings open. 
 
    “I will not die!” I gurgle, dragging myself up and into the kitchen even though these creature are biting into me and trying to pull me back down. “I will not -” 
 
    Suddenly I scream as the pain intensifies tenfold. I briefly start to slip, almost surrendering to the creatures' rampant desire to haul me down into the cellar, but somehow I manage to hold tight. I know I won't be able to last much longer, however, so I start reaching out with my mind. At first I can't find the minds of the creatures at all, as if they're too strong to let me in, but then I realize that the opposite is true. 
 
    The creatures' minds are so simple and weak, I'm barely even able to register their existence. 
 
    “Let me go!” I snarl, filled with fresh fury. “I command you to let me go and go back to whatever version of Hell you crawled from!” 
 
    I reach into their minds one by one, trying to find the part of each of them that keeps attacking me. I chase from one mind to another, finding them to be all the same, but then suddenly I realize that I'm not alone in there. There's another presence in these minds, another force that's working to control their every move. She flits away from me every time I get close, but I start chasing her from one mind to the next, getting ever closer while never quite managing to corner her. 
 
    “You think you can do this to me?” I gasp, as I feel the creatures digging their teeth and claws deeper into my body, still trying to drag me back down into the cellar. “I know you're there. I can hear your thoughts.” 
 
    Reaching out, I grab the corner of the kitchen counter and take a firm hold before pulling myself across the room. The creatures are dragged with me, hanging by their teeth from my body, and I feel strips of skin being torn away beneath the frayed fabric of my clothes. I don't have much time, so I redouble my efforts to hunt Angela through the creatures' minds, and finally I realize I can sense her fear. She needs to be in these minds, in order to control the creatures, but she also knows that I'm gaining on her. Finally, just as I'm about to burst through her thoughts, I feel her retreat to the safety of her own head and I know that this is my chance. 
 
    “Get off me!” I sneer, and almost immediately the creatures release me from their jaws. “You're mine now!” I shout in their pathetic, basic little newly-formed minds. “Not hers! You're mine!” 
 
    I turn and look at the beasts, and I see that they're all now just resting on their elbows and knees, staring at me as if they're waiting for their next commands. Blood – my blood! - is dribbling down their pitch-black knotted chins, and the creature strike a most fearsome pose, but I tell myself I have no need to be fearful. 
 
    They're under my command now. 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” I whisper, looking at the hatch and listening to the sound of Angela frantically trying to free herself from the chains. “All this time, I thought you were using the years to consider what I told you, but you were simply hatching this plan to... kill me.” 
 
    My first instinct is to rush down to her, to tell her that everything is alright and that she's forgiven, but this impulse is quickly overtaken by something stronger. 
 
    Fury. 
 
    Pure, blind fury. 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” I snarl, before slowly hauling myself to my feet. I'm bloodied and torn, any ordinary man would be on the verge of death, but I have too much strength and too much power to succumb to wounds of the flesh. “After everything I've done, this is how you repay me.” 
 
    A rumble of thunder causes the farmhouse to shudder, and I can hear rain crashing down outside. This stormy night has taken an even darker turn, but in an instant I know what I must do next. 
 
    “Stay here,” I command the creatures, as if they're dogs, and then I limp through to the next room. I'm confident the creatures will heed my orders, and a small part of my mind is still guarding their heads in case Angela reaches out to them again. 
 
    Slumping into the armchair, I take Angela's old book in my shaking hands and I start looking through, searching for something – anything – I can use against her. She tried to kill me tonight, which means she's even less trustworthy than I imagined. At first I want to find some kind of command I can use to force her to see sense, but as I flip from page to page I start to realize that such an order would never be enough. I want her to mend her ways of her own volition, not because she has been forced. As I look through the pages, however, I begin to feel a growing sense of desperation as I realize that there is nothing here that might help. 
 
    And then suddenly I stop as a familiar illustration catches my eye. 
 
    I stare at the drawing of the old witch Derian, seated in her prison of sticks that impale her body. Beneath that drawing, there is a description of this prison and of how it works, and begin to realize that I could do the same thing to Angela. The idea seems monstrous at first, and I do not want to hurt her, but then it dawns on me – as more thunder rumbles above the farmhouse – that at least the prison would hold her while I come up with some better solution. I would have time to think, whereas right now I am too worried about what disgusting, underhand move she might try next. I need to contain her while I work out a longer-term strategy. 
 
    Whereas a moment ago this idea seemed horrific, now I am beginning to contemplate how it might be achieved. And with each passing second, the balance between horror and interest grows until I find myself considering the mechanics. 
 
    I have some old wooden posts in the barn. Each has a diameter of roughly an inch and a half, and would be more than long enough to drive through a - 
 
    No! 
 
    I must not think of this. 
 
    To hurt even one hair on Angela's head would be a crime. 
 
    Yet as soon as I have pushed the idea away, I find it creeping back into my mind as a possibility. Indeed, the corners of my honor are beginning to curl as I find myself thinking about how I could sharpen the ends of the wooden posts so that they would pass more easily into Angela's body. 
 
    It would work. 
 
    She would suffer unimaginable pain, of course, but I'm sure that pain would subside quickly. Then she would be frozen in place, unable to attack me, and I would have time to restore everything to order. I would have time to read this book over and over, to hone my powers, to discover new truths that are not even in the book. And eventually, after a year or two, I would be able to free Angela again and to persuade her of that which I cannot at present make her believe. 
 
    My heart is racing. 
 
    The plan would work. 
 
    And though it doubtless makes me a wicked, wicked man to even consider this option, I am already – in the back of my mind – working out how I would complete the task. 
 
    Thunder rumbles again, and I realize I do not have much time. Even now, down in the cellar Angela is doubtless conjuring up another plan. She might attempt to wrestle back control of those creatures, or she might imagine something else entirely. Either way, I cannot afford such distractions, and I know that it is time to make a decision. 
 
    Slowly, then, I rise from the creaking armchair, and then I make my way over to the door. Looking out into the kitchen, I see the slathering, disgusting creatures still lurking on the floor, watching me as if they still wait for orders. They remain under my control for now, and indeed they possess a rather striking, monstrous appearance. I cannot imagine that I will ever have much use for them, but nor do I intend to immediately kill them once Angela is under control. 
 
    “Wait here,” I command them, before turning and limping toward the front door. 
 
    Behind me, the creatures let out – in unison – a kind of low, hungry growl. 
 
    As I limp out across the yard, wading through mud and pouring rain, I briefly reconsider my effort. Perhaps the universe is trying to warn me, to force me back and make me come up with some other plan. By the time I reach the door to the barn, however, I have already managed to put those worries to bed. I can barely see inside the barn, but I know where to find the sticks and sure enough I locate them easily enough. The surprise comes when I haul the first stick outside, and I find that one end is been slightly sharpened. Father must have done that, years ago, for some task that is now long forgotten. Suddenly, it is as if the universe is in fact trying to make my work easier. 
 
    For the next hour or so, I work to carry the sticks into the farmhouse. Rain and mud and wind make the job slower and harder than necessary, and my injured body struggles mightily. I press on, however, and finally I drag the last of the sticks inside and I stop to catch my breath. The sticks are resting on the kitchen floor, surrounded by the snarling creatures, and I realize that now the time has come for me to make my move. I can still hear the chains rattling down in the cellar, which means Angela is still panicking. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Fear will make her better able to ignore the pain. 
 
    I pick up the first stick and use a cloth to wipe away the mud, and then I push the damn thing down the stairs into the cellar. I do the same with the other sticks, one by one, and after a while I hear Angela let out an agonized scream beneath the kitchen's floorboards. Perhaps she has seen the sticks tumble down the stairs, and perhaps she has begun to understand my intentions. Sure enough, as I send the last one down and then begin to follow, I hear the chains rattle more frantically than ever. 
 
    “What are you doing, Sebastian?” Angela sobs as I reach the bottom of the stairs. She has tears flowing down her face as she pulls harder and harder against the chains. Her wrists and arms are caked in blood. “Please, Sebastian, I'll do anything you want but don't hurt me!” 
 
    Thunder rumbles in the sky above, and the house's wooden struts shudder once more. 
 
    “It's too late to make promises,” I say calmly, and I'm surprised by the lack of emotion in my voice. In truth I am horrified, and holding back my own tears, but somehow I am managing to sound so stern and determined. “You tried to kill me tonight, Angela. Despite everything, I never thought you would go so far. Now I have to immobilize you properly, until such time as I know that I can reason with you.” 
 
    Reaching down, I pick up one of the long sticks and start dragging it across the cellar. 
 
    “I'll give you anything!” she whimpers. “Sebastian, this isn't you! You're not a monster! You're a good man, you're decent and kind! I know you'd never hurt me!” 
 
    “It's just a short-term thing,” I tell her, stopping to watch as she claws at the chains. 
 
    Several of her fingernails are already split, and another cracks and falls away as she tries yet again to scratch the chains. 
 
    “You'll thank me one day,” I continue. “This won't be like the story in that book. You will be removed from this prison one day. I will move you from the farmhouse, maybe into the tunnels we found. I will look after you and protect you, and I will work ceaselessly to find a way to make you understand. And one day, when I am ready, I promise I'll let you go. But not a day before, Angela. I will be the one who decides.” 
 
    “I'm begging you!” she sobs. “Sebastian, you're not -” 
 
    Suddenly I use the power of my mind to wrench her entire body around. She screams as I drag her toward me, and her knees scrape across the floor until blood runs from the grazes. I did not mean to be so rough with her, but at the same time I am still learning the extent of my powers and I do not have time for apologies. Shaking and trembling, staring up at me with abject horror in her eyes, Angela cuts such a pathetic figure. 
 
    I let go of the long stick, and I use my mind to raise it from the floor and turn it around until the sharper end is aimed straight at Angela's belly. 
 
    “There's something I have to tell you,” she sobs, as tears run down her face and mix with the bloodied smears. “Sebastian, I think -” 
 
    The stick drives down at her. She screams as the end slices into her gut, and then I hear a thud as the other end hits the floor behind her. Blood erupts from Angela's mouth, but the first of the sticks is now in place and she is frozen on the floor, impaled and screaming and trembling. Already, I am using my mind to bring the second stick across the room, and I know from the drawings in the book how I must arrange the prison. I bring the stick up and aim the end above Angela's left shoulder, tilting it slightly so that it will force its way out around her left hip. For a moment, just a brief moment, I feel a flicker of doubt in my mind as I see the agony in her eyes, but I quickly put all concerns out of my mind and force the stick down into her body. As it grinds and twists its way diagonally down through her meat, I maintain eye contact with her even as more and more blood runs from her mouth. 
 
    Already, I am bringing two more of the sticks across the room, dragging them with my mind and raising them up to their positions. 
 
    “I will see you so very soon,” I tell Angela calmly. “I will release you, my love. One day. I promise. But for now, this is just how things must be.” 
 
    I drive the next two sticks down into her body at once, and blood sprays from her mouth as she screams. 
 
   


 
  

 Part Two 
 
      
 
    Present 
 
   


 
  

 She climbs up into the truck, wincing slightly as she feels that familiar twist of pain in her spine. She hesitates, waiting for the sensation to fade, which it does eventually. Then she hauls herself into the driver's seat, pulls the door shut, and starts the engine. Another long drive awaits, but she tells herself that she's ready. She'll take regular naps along the way, and by Friday morning she should have reached the depot in Remo. 
 
  
 
  



 Twenty 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Well obviously I had to ask him to leave,” Harry says, still laughing as she finishes telling her story. “I mean, I can't let a guy try to bring a live parrot into my bar, can I? Isn't that, like, against some kind of animal cruelty law?” 
 
    “I think a man is entitled to do whatever he wants with his own parrot,” Dad replies with a smile, before taking a sip of beer. “I've certainly never arrested a man for a parrot-related crime. Then again, with how quiet things have been in Deal lately, I guess I might have to start enforcing the more obscure laws. Sure as hell, nobody's breaking the big ones.” 
 
    “You almost sound like you want to be busy,” she tells him. 
 
    “If it wasn't for Tom's dog Keanu still getting out every other day, we wouldn't have had a single call to the office during the whole of last week. Not one. Are there seriously no criminals in the whole town?” He sighs, and then he adjusts his silver ring as if it's not sitting quite right on his finger. “Sometimes I think no-one in this whole town has any imagination anymore.” 
 
    “Says the man who thinks food from vending machines tastes better than fresh food.” 
 
    “Now you're mis-representing my beliefs,” he replies with a faint smile. “I simply believe that vending machine food is on the wrong end of a lot of snobbish disregard. When in fact, some vending machine food is tasty and nutritious.” 
 
    As Dad and Harry continue to chat away over dinner, I can't help feeling that they make a perfect couple. It's only been a few months since they officially got together, but everything about them just seems to click. They even seem like the kind of couple who might just get married some day on the spur of the moment, and I can't believe for one second that anything would ever go wrong between them. When Harry's father dies, I'm certain she'll move in here with us. For now, though, I honestly believe Dad has found the love of his life. 
 
    I wouldn't even be surprised if he buys a ring some time soon and gets down on one knee. I hope he asks me – or at least someone – for ring advice first, though. I dread to think what he'd buy if he tried to choose alone. 
 
    “Are you okay there?” he asks suddenly, turning to me. “You look completely zoned out, kiddo. I don't think I've ever known you go so long without speaking.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply, realizing that perhaps I was eavesdropping a little too much. Getting to my feet, I start gathering plates together, but I can't deny – even though I won't admit – that I feel a little out-of-sorts. Everything's perfect, but there's a nagging voice at the back of my mind that keeps me from truly relaxing. I guess a part of me cant believe this is happening. “I'll clear the table.” 
 
    “See that?” Dad says, turning to Harry. “She even cleans the table without being asked. Honestly, I thought teenagers were supposed to be way more trouble. She must be trying to score points for something.” 
 
    Once I've got all the plates, I carry them through to the kitchen and start setting them into the dishwasher. I crouch down so I can get the plates all the way to the back, and I can't help idly reflecting on the fact that everything feels perfect. Like, I've never seen Dad so happy. He's always smiling, always laughing, always doing fun things with Harry. I hate to keep using the same word over and over again, but it's true: Dad's life is perfect. He must be the happiest, luckiest man in the whole world. I should be happy for him, and I am, it's just... 
 
    Getting to my feet, I turn to head over to the sink. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Startled, I let out a gasp as I spin around. 
 
    Harry is standing right behind me. 
 
    “I'm gonna take that as a no, then,” she continues, glancing over her shoulder for a moment before turning back to me and putting her hands on her hips. “He's in the bathroom,” she continues, lowering her voice a little, “so we have a few minutes to talk, and Ramsey... I need to know what's going on.” 
 
    “Going on?” I try to act innocent, although I'm worried she might be onto me. “Why would anything be going on?” 
 
    I sound so guilty. 
 
    “Is he sick?” 
 
    “I don't have a clue what you -” 
 
    “I need to know the truth, Ramsey,” she continues, clearly concerned. “He says he's fine, but last year it seemed like he was...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, but I think I know what she's trying to say. She's no idiot. 
 
    “He got better,” I say finally. 
 
    I wait, but she doesn't reply. She's staring at me, and after a moment I see that she's looking first at my left eye, then my right, then my left again. She's searching for something. 
 
    “He got better,” I say again, although I can hear the uncertainty in my own voice. I turn and pretend to be rearranging some cups near the coffee-maker, just to avoid having her look at my face. “It's good news.” 
 
    “What was wrong with him?” 
 
    “I don't remember. I mean, not really.” 
 
    “He collapsed in my bar. He was in searing pain, and he looked like hell, and I had to call an ambulance.” 
 
    “Like I told you, he got better.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “I don't remember. Have you asked him?” 
 
    “He just says he's fine and changes the subject.” 
 
    “I don't know what you want me to say.” 
 
    “How about the truth?” 
 
    “He was just sick, that's all.” I continue to arrange the cups, while hoping against hope that she might be satisfied. “And then he got better,” I add. “I think we should focus on that as a good thing rather than getting into the nitty-gritty.” 
 
    “Really? He got better? From terminal cancer?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Look at me, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I'm just -” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    I turn to her, and I immediately feel as if I must have the guiltiest-looking face in the whole world. I might as well have the word LIAR drawn all over my features. 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, Harry takes out an old pill bottle. I recognize the label immediately; it's one of the bottles that aroused my suspicions when I first came to Dad's place last year. I thought I'd cleared away all the evidence from the house, but I guess I hadn't counted on Harry's curiosity. I mean, I knew she was skeptical, but I didn't realize she was collecting evidence. 
 
    “This stuff is exclusively used to treat certain types of very aggressive, late-stage cancer,” she continues. “I looked it up online.” 
 
    “Maybe it's not his.” 
 
    “I found it in a bag in the garage,” she adds, “and I'm pretty sure it is his, since it's got his name on the side. In fact, all the bottles have his name on the side. They were prescribed to him.” She pauses, eyeing me with suspicion as if she's waiting for me to come clean and confess everything. “I know something's going on, Ramsey. I need to know if he's just really, really good at hiding his illness, or if there's something I should be worrying about. If he's sick, I need to -” 
 
    “He's not sick.” 
 
    “Then how did he recover? 'Cause I'm pretty sure it'd count as a miracle. And I know for a fact that he's been ignoring calls from a Doctor Alexander at the hospital. The same Doctor Alexander, I assume, who signed those prescriptions.” 
 
    I hesitate, trying to think of an answer, but then I hear the sound of the toilet flushing in the bathroom and I realize I'm saved. For now, at least. I'll just have to come up with a better explanation next time Harry gets me alone, but that's okay. I'll come up with something good. I'm just not good at thinking on my feet. 
 
    “Maybe I'll ask him to his face,” she says after a moment. 
 
    I hear the bathroom door opening. 
 
    “Please don't,” I whisper. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Just don't!” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Harry, just don't!” 
 
    Before she can say anything else, Dad comes through and puts his hands on her waist from behind, and then he gives her a kiss on the side of her neck. Again, he seems so unbelievably content, and he seems not to suspect a thing. It's as if he simply accepts that he's healthy now. Maybe that's due to fear. Maybe he's too scared to see a doctor, in case he gets bad news. 
 
    “What were you two ladies talking about in here?” he asks. “Should my ears be burning?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Harry and I both say at the same time. 
 
    “Nothing,” I add again after. 
 
    “Just being mysterious, huh?” he mutters, heading over to the fridge and fetching himself another beer. “That's fine. I know better than to interfere.” 
 
    “Are you sure you should drink that?” Harry asks. 
 
    He furrows his brow as he pops the lid open. 
 
    “I've only had one,” he points out, not unreasonably. “There's nothing wrong with a couple of cold beers after a hard day at work.” 
 
    “I should call the home before we go to bed,” Harry replies, keeping her eyes fixed on me for a moment before turning to Dad. “He's been having bad nights lately. I think I'm going to have to speak to the doctors again, maybe see if we can change his medication.” 
 
    As she goes through to phone the clinic and check on Buddy, I watch Dad taking a sip of beer. It's difficult to reconcile the man in front of me with the man I met last year. Back then he looked ill, as if he was one bad day away from keeling over and never getting back up again; now he looks like the picture of health. I should just be happy with the fact that he's so well, but deep down I can't stop worrying. What if Sebastian doesn't keep his end of the deal? Or, worse, what if he springs some kind of surprise? 
 
    “What's wrong?” Dad asks suddenly, and suddenly I realize I've been staring at him. 
 
    “Nothing,” I stammer, forcing a smile. “Just lost in thought.” 
 
    “You've been like that a lot lately. Something on your mind?” 
 
    He takes another swig of beer. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You know you can tell me, Ramsey,” he continues, and now he seems to be pressing the point just a little more firmly. “Don't you? If there's anything bothering you, anything at all, just -” 
 
    “Did Harry say something?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I don't know. That's why I'm asking.” 
 
    He furrows his brow. “Harry's mostly concerned about Buddy,” he points out. “Between running the bar and visiting Buddy at the clinic, she barely has time to breathe.” He pauses. “Is everything okay between you and her? I got the impression just now that I walked in on something. I want the two most important women in my life to get along.” 
 
    “You didn't walk in on anything.” 
 
    He takes another swig. “But did she -” 
 
    “I have to go check on something in the garden,” I add, filled with a sudden sense that I have to get out of this conversation before Dad asks too many more questions. As I head to the door, I know I'm probably acting completely crazy, but I'm certain that Dad has his suspicions. And as I step out onto the porch, I glance back into the kitchen and see that Dad's standing next to the fridge, staring down at his beer as if he knows that something's wrong. He's not an idiot either, and he must have questions. He just probably doesn't think that I could answer them. 
 
    Then again, there's no way he can guess what's wrong. Nobody in their right mind could ever guess what happened last year, or how I saved Dad's life. And so far, everything seems fine. I just need to stop worrying. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-One 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “I'm probably overreacting,” Harry says as I carry her bag to the car, “but they said Dad's getting more and more confused. I have to go and spend the night in his room.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don't want me to come?” 
 
    “Like I said, I'm probably overreacting. It's nothing. It's nothing.” 
 
    She's trying to convince herself of that. 
 
    I put her bag in the trunk before turning to her. For a moment, I'm struck by the fear in her eyes, and I can see that she's struggling to hold herself together. If I could do anything, anything at all, to help her... 
 
    “He's going to die,” she continues finally, as the first tear trickles down her face. 
 
    “Buddy's a tough old thing,” I tell her. “He'll outlast us all and -” 
 
    “He's going to die,” she says again. “I don't need you to hide the truth from me, James. My father's going to die, and he's going to die soon. And do you know the worst thing? Sometimes...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, and a moment later I see another run down her cheek. She seems so strong, but sometimes I spot these little hints of what's going under beneath the surface. 
 
    “Sometimes I think it'd be better for him if it just ended quickly,” she adds finally. “There, I said it. You remember what he was like before, James. He was the proudest, tallest, strongest man in town. He wouldn't want to spend his last days slumped in a chair, barely recognizing anyone around him, rambling on and on about nonsense. At least before, he had lucid moments, but now he's just gone all the time. It's not even him anymore.” 
 
    Stepping closer, I put my arms around her and hold her tight, and I immediately feel her body shaking as she starts sobbing. She's always so rational about her father's illness, and lately she's even been calling the doctors out for being overly optimistic with their prognoses. 
 
    The worst part is, I know she's right. 
 
    Buddy clearly doesn't have long left, and the last few times I've seen him it's been clear that the real Buddy isn't really there. He's just a shell, a body being kept alive by machines. In some ways, I hope he's not aware of the world anymore. He'd hate to be in such a bad way. If he could see himself right now, he's mutter angrily about vegetables and waste of bed space, and he'd turn the machines off himself by kicking all the plugs out of the sockets. 
 
    “I'm a terrible person,” Harry sobs. “I shouldn't be thinking like this about my own father.” 
 
    “You're not a terrible person,” I tell her. “Nobody could ask for a better daughter. You just don't want him to suffer.” 
 
    “He used to be so big and tough,” she whimpers. “I hate seeing him like this.” 
 
    She says something under her breath, but she's crying so much that I can't make out any of the words. 
 
    “I don't think there's anything you can do for him,” I whisper after a moment, “that you're not already doing. He's so lucky to have you, Harry. And if you ask me, no matter how bad he might seem, deep down he knows that you're there.” 
 
    “He didn't even recognize me yesterday.” 
 
    “I'm sure he did. It just came out wrong.” 
 
    “He looked at me like I'm a stranger.” 
 
    “He knows you're with him. Trust me, Harry, he knows when you're there with him.” 
 
    “It's like something's eating through his mind,” she continues, and now I can feel her tears soaking into the front of my shirt. “Every time I go see him, it's eaten a little more. Somehow he always seems to remember being sheriff. That sticks, of all things. He even mumbles about specific cases. I feel like he's clinging onto that part of his life. But when it comes to anything else, when it comes to his family, the memories are just falling away like dust.” 
 
    I want to tell her that everything'll be okay. 
 
    I want to make it so that everything's okay. 
 
    No words leave my mouth, however, since I know that anything I say will just be empty and hollow. I guess there's nothing I can say to make her feel better. Her father's going to die. 
 
    “Keep your phone on,” she says finally, taking a step back and wiping her eyes. “I'll call you if he... Well, if anything happens.” 
 
    “He's not -” 
 
    “If he dies,” she adds. “I'll call you if he dies during the night.” 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “He might,” she continues, before sniffing back more tears and taking her car keys from her pocket. “There's no point ignoring the possibility, so keep your phone close. Remember to plug it in, 'cause you always forget and then in the morning you have to plug it in at the station and then it's harder to get in touch with you.” 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “And eat breakfast,” she adds, clearly trying to focus on other things. “I know you like to skip it, but that's not healthy. A small breakfast sets you up for the day.” 
 
    As she heads around to the other side of the car and climbs inside, I realize that there's no point offering the same useless comfort she's been given a thousand times before. And as she starts the engine and drives away, I realize there's every chance Buddy might die tonight while Harry is sitting next to his bed and holding his hand. 
 
    I look down at the bottle of beer I'm holding, and then I raise it toward the night sky. 
 
    “To you, Buddy,” I mutter with a sigh. “Whatever happens, I hope you're not in pain.” 
 
    I pause, before taking a sip. 
 
    Suddenly hearing a bumping sound nearby, as if somebody hit the fence, I turn and look over my shoulder. All I see is darkness, but a moment later I hear another bump in the cold night air. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I take a step toward the fence, but there's clearly nobody around so I head back into the house. As I reach the door, however, I spot a brief flash of movement reflected in the glass pane. 
 
    I turn and look back at the lawn, but there's no sign of anyone. 
 
    I wait, convinced that I saw a figure. After a few seconds, however, I realize that nobody could have run off the lawn so quickly. I guess I'm just jumpy these days. As bad as this might be to admit, I kind of wish I could have at least one crime to investigate. Can't someone in this town at least steal a bike or get drunk in the street? I'm actually starting to feel unwanted, although I guess the silver lining is that at least I get to spend more time with Harry and Ramsey. Speaking of which... 
 
    “Hey Ramsey,” I call out as I head across the kitchen, “do you wanna watch a -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear the front door swing shut. Spotting movement at the window, I head over just in time to spot Ramsey hurrying down the steps and over toward the street, and then she disappears into the night. I'm already way too late to go after her, so I simply grab my phone and type out a message: 
 
      
 
    GOING ANYWHERE IMPORTANT? 
 
      
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. I almost type another message, but then I remind myself that she's a teenager and she probably has all sorts of crazy stuff going on. I trust her, and I know she won't do anything dumb, and I also know that she's probably still processing the aftermath of her friend Leanne's murder last year. Given everything that's happened to Ramsey, it's a miracle she's managing to hold herself together. 
 
    I guess I'll just watch a movie by myself tonight. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Two 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Something bad's coming,” I whisper, as I stand in darkness in front of Leanne's grave. “I can feel it in my bones. I can feel it in my gut. Something bad is going to happen.” 
 
    I can barely see the gravestone at all, but that doesn't matter. I've been coming out here more and more, unloading my thoughts to Leanne even though she's been dead for almost a year. It's kind of crazy that after all this time, she's still my best friend in Deal, but I feel like she's the only other person who really understands the madness of what happened last year. I'm not saying I believe in ghosts, but it sure helps to think that maybe, somehow, Leanne's out there and she can hear me. 
 
    I'm such an idiot. 
 
    “I keep telling myself that it's over,” I continue. “I keep telling myself the deal is going to hold, and Sebastian is going to keep his word, and logically all of that should be true. So why do I have this gnawing sensation in the pit of my stomach, telling me that eventually the whole thing's gonna blow up in my face? Am I just being paranoid, or are my instincts onto something? It just seems... so easy. Too easy.” 
 
    I wait, leaving a space for her to reply. 
 
    A cold breeze blows across the cemetery, reminding me that I should have worn a jacket. 
 
    “I wish I could go mad,” I say finally. “I wish I could lose my mind and imagine you talking to me. At least that'd give me some comfort, at least I'd have someone I could talk to about all of this. Why can't I just go nuts and imagine you, Leanne? Even if I knew in the back of my mind that you weren't real, I'd like to be able to discuss this crazy situation with someone. Even an imagined ghost.” 
 
    I look around, just in case my wish has come true, but there's no sign of Leanne anywhere. 
 
    “Give me a sign,” I whisper. “Any sign. Just one. Please.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Come on,” I say under my breath, turning and looking all around. “Just do something!” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    This is hopeless. 
 
    “I finally read the report,” I add after a moment, shuddering as I think back to the officer's description of how Leanne's body was found. “I can't imagine what you went through once you got to that diner. Sometimes I think it was all my fault. If we hadn't gone out to Devil's Lookout that night, and if we hadn't ended up heading home across Dodderidge Farm, then maybe Liam Cane would never have come after us. If I hadn't been such a moron, you'd still be alive. You wouldn't have ended up in a bunch of buckets.” 
 
    Again, I leave a moment for her to speak. 
 
    “You're an idiot, Ramsey.” 
 
    That's what she'd say. 
 
    “I'm dead. Stop moping around at my grave and go live your life.” 
 
    She'd have a point, too. 
 
    After a few seconds, I look past Leanne's grave and toward the lights of town. 
 
    “I've got to stop worrying,” I say finally. “I'm going to go crazy. I made a deal and saved Dad's life, and as long as I keep my side of the deal, everything's going to be fine. I just have to focus on that and ignore my instincts. My instincts are all screwed-up, anyway. There's nothing to worry about and everything is going to be fine. I just -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear a rustling sound nearby. 
 
    Turning, I look back across the cemetery, toward the bushes at the far end. The sound has stopped, but I can't help watching the darkness in case I spot any hint of movement. There's a very faint breeze blowing, but not enough to cause the bushes to sway and I definitely heard something. And then, a moment later, the rustling sound returns just a little further to the left, accompanied this time by a series of brief snaps. 
 
    “Who's there?” I call out, taking a step back. 
 
    I reach into my pocket, instinctively searching for something I can use as a weapon, but all I feel are some gum wrappers and a chewed pen. 
 
    The rustling sound has stopped now, but my heart is pounding. 
 
    Taking my phone from my back pocket, I ignore a message from Dad and quickly bring up a flashlight app. I shine the beam toward the bushes and – although this thing is no substitute for a proper light – I'm just about able to make out the leaves blowing gently in the night air. I aim the flashlight along the row of shrubs, watching for any hint that I'm being observed, but I don't see anything at all and after a moment I start to feel a little silly. 
 
    I guess maybe I just spooked myself. 
 
    Sighing, I lower my phone to switch the app off. 
 
    And in that half-second, I spot a face in one of the bushes. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    I stumble back and aim the flashlight again, but already I can hear a crashing sound. Whoever's there, they're running, and I can hear them even if I can't see them. The bushes are shaking in one particular spot, but a moment later the shaking stops and instead I hear footsteps racing away into the night. Whoever was watching me, he or she clearly wants to get away as fast as possible. 
 
    “Hey!” I yell, running past the end of the bushes and then stopping to look out across the far end of the cemetery. “Who are you?” 
 
    I can just about see a dark figure clambering over the wall, and then the figure is gone. I could run over and try to catch up, but I wouldn't have a chance. Whoever that was, they'll be long gone by now. 
 
    I saw a face, though. 
 
    I saw shocked eyes, and skin blasted white by the light. My first instinct is to think that it was a guy, but after a moment I start wondering whether it might instead have been a girl. Pretty soon I have no idea what I saw, but I know I saw someone and I know it wasn't the ghost of Leanne Halperin or anything nuts like that. 
 
    Maybe it was just some local perv. I'm sure there are a few of them about. He was probably building up the courage to leap out and show me his junk, but evidently I scared him off. Typical. A girl can't even loiter in a cemetery these days without having some weirdo show up. 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” I mutter, before shoving my hands into my pockets as I turn and head toward the gate. I glance around, just to make sure that no-one's coming, and then I head out onto the sidewalk and start making my way home. 
 
    The world is a messed-up place sometimes. I guess you can't pick your ghosts. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Three 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Huh? What?” 
 
    Startled, I sit up as my phone starts ringing. For a moment I don't remember where I am, but then I realize the film has ended and apparently some other show has started. I must have drifted off, but now my phone's going so I mute the TV before answering. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, rubbing the back of my head in an attempt to force myself fully awake, “it's me. What's up?” 
 
    “You won't believe this,” Deputy Michaels says on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Did someone do something?” I ask, unable to stifle a hint of excitement. “Do we have an actual crime to investigate? I can be down at the station in ten minutes.” 
 
    “It's not quite a crime,” he replies with a heavy sigh, and then I hear another voice ranting in the background. 
 
    “Who's that?” I ask. 
 
    “That's Father Porter from the church,” Michaels explains. “He called me out 'cause he said he almost hit something with his car. The thing is, he said it was...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “He said it was what?” I ask. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “Spit it out,” I say firmly. “What does he think he almost hit?” 
 
    “He said it was a demon,” Michaels says, sounding more than a little uncertain. “Or something like that. A monster. But that's just what he thinks.” 
 
    “Check his breath,” I reply. “Make sure he hasn't been at the communion wine.” 
 
    “That's what I assumed. I was convinced it had to be something like that, but he doesn't seem to have been drinking.” 
 
    “What about drugs?” 
 
    “Drugs?” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “This is Father Porter we're talking about,” he reminds me. “The man's eighty years old and... Oh, uh, actually I think he's about to -” 
 
    “Give me that!” an angry voice splutters, and I hear a clicking noise. “Who's this?” Father Porter asks. “James Kopperud, is that you? Who the blazes am I talking to?” 
 
    “This is Sheriff Kopperud,” I reply, sitting up straight on the sofa and taking a swig of beer. “Father Porter, I'm sorry to hear that you've been having some difficulties tonight, might I ask how -” 
 
    “I saw it plain as day!” he says firmly, interrupting me. “I was driving home from Mrs. Pennicost's farm and this beast ran out in front of my car. I had to swerve to avoid the wretched thing, and I'm telling you, it was black as night and its eyes were burning!” 
 
    “That seems unlikely,” I point out. 
 
    “I don't care what's unlikely!” he roars. “Your deputy has already intimated that I imagined the whole thing! Don't think I haven't seen the look in his eyes, and don't think I can't hear the tone in your voice!” 
 
    “There's no -” 
 
    “I saw that thing!” 
 
    “Maybe it was a dog,” I suggest. 
 
    “It was no dog!” he shouts, loud enough for me to move the phone away from my ear. “I know what a dog looks like, Sheriff Kopperud! A dog doesn't walk on its hind legs! A dog doesn't snarl at a man! A dog doesn't stumble away through the burned forest! I am telling you, Sheriff Kopperud, that I saw a demon, and I expect you to take me seriously!” 
 
    I take another sip of beer. 
 
    “Well -” 
 
    “Do you?” he barks. “Well?” 
 
    “Did you see its horns?” I ask. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “This demon,” I continue, feeling that I need to defuse the situation somehow. “If it really was a demon, then -” 
 
    “Not all demons have horns!” he shouts. “Don't be ridiculous, man!” 
 
    “Of course not,” I reply, getting to my feet. “I just think -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I catch sight of myself in the mirror. For a moment, I'm shocked to see that I look so old and haggard. I tilt my head slightly and the shadows change, making me look better, but I can't help stepping over and peering at my reflection. 
 
    “You just think what?” Father Porter snaps. 
 
    “Would you mind putting Deputy Michaels back on the line, please?” I reply, staring at myself for a moment longer before forcing myself to turn away from the mirror. “I need to, uh, discuss our next step in this investigation.” 
 
    I hear a sigh, and then another clicking sound as the phone is handed back. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” Michaels says. “I'm not quite sure what you want me to do but, uh, it's getting pretty late.” 
 
    “Are you sure he hasn't been drinking?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. But boss, I -” 
 
    “Then obviously he just had a near-miss with one of the many town drunks,” I explain. “Humor the man. Take down a statement, make him think that you're listening to him, and then file that report in the trash as soon as you get back to the station.” 
 
    “Um, actually -” 
 
    “The man's clearly lost his mind,” I point out, “and I don't think he's going to listen to reason. He's a grumpy old thing at the best of times, but he's harmless enough. He's just an old kook who won't admit when he's wrong.” 
 
    I wait for Michaels to agree. 
 
    “And then you might as well go home for the night,” I add. “There's no need for you to stay out there, responding to calls from cranks and lunatics.” 
 
    Again I wait. 
 
    “That's okay with you, isn't it?” I ask cautiously. “Michaels?” 
 
    “Sure,” he stammers, “it's fine, but... Well, Father Porter's right here next to me.” 
 
    “Get rid of him. Make him feel like he's been listened to, and send him home. Let's just try not to piss him off, okay? Make him think we're taking him seriously.” 
 
    “Right.” Michaels pauses. “It's just, Sir... When he took the phone, he changed it to speaker mode. And like I said, he's... Well, he's standing right next to me, Sir.” 
 
    Sighing, I close my eyes and put a hand over my face. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Four 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    Stopping on the path that leads to the front door, I spot movement in Dad's front room. He's pacing back and forth, talking to someone on the phone, although after a moment he cuts the call. He turns to go to the sofa, but then he stops and gently bumps his forehead against the wall. 
 
    Then again. 
 
    Then a third time. 
 
    He looks annoyed about something. After a moment, he turns and looks at the mirror, and he seems to be staring at his own reflection. At the same time, he's fiddling with the silver ring he always wear on his right index finger, which is a habit he's got whenever he's worried. He's been doing that a lot lately, as if he senses something is wrong. And why wouldn't he? 
 
    I wait, and then slowly he reaches up and touches the side of his face. 
 
    Does he feel different? 
 
    I haven't told him what I did, and how I saved his life, but I'm starting to think that he's figuring a lot of it out. He must realize his cancer can't have miraculously cured itself, and he must have a whole load of questions. Then again, maybe he's too scared to ask those questions, because maybe he's worried the cure isn't permanent. 
 
    If he knew what I did, what I had to give up in order to save him, I don't think - 
 
    Suddenly hearing footsteps nearby, I turn and look back across the lawn. To my surprise, I see a little girl stumbling into view, although she stops as soon as we make eye-contact. She looks to be only about seven or eight years old, and I'm pretty sure she's not supposed to be out alone this late. In fact, I don't even remember seeing a kid living on this street. I guess she must be visiting someone. 
 
    “Hey,” I say cautiously. 
 
    She stares at me. 
 
    “It's okay, I don't bite,” I continue, before stepping over to her and reaching out my hand. Anything to delay going into the house. “My name's Ramsey Kopperud. Do you live round here?” 
 
    She pauses, before finally nodding. 
 
    “So like I said, I'm Ramsey,” I continue. “What's your name?” 
 
    She seems reluctant to answer. 
 
    “I already told you mine,” I point out. “What's yours?” 
 
    She furrows her brow, almost as if she doesn't quite understand what I want. 
 
    “Sophia,” she says finally, just as I was about to ask again. “Sophia Landsome.” 
 
    “And do your parents know you're out alone this late, Sophia Landsome?” 
 
    She pauses, and then she nods again. 
 
    “Are you telling the truth, Sophia?” 
 
    “I've been sick,” she replies, “but Mommy says I'm better now. I have to go back to school in the morning, for the first time in two weeks, but I don't want to go. I've got a headache and I don't want to play with anyone.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I mutter, before putting my hands on my hips. “Everyone has to go to school, Sophia. What's the worst that could happen?” 
 
    I wait, but she's staring at me with her mouth hanging slightly open. 
 
    “Are you being bullied?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “That's good,” I continue. “Listen, it's nice to meet you, but I really don't think you should be out here. Why don't I walk you home?” 
 
    “I know the way.” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “I don't want to go to school tomorrow. I think something bad's going to happen if I do.” 
 
    “Bad? Like what?” 
 
    She shrugs. 
 
    “Well, I'm sure it's not,” I tell her, giving her a smile. “School can be like that sometimes, but don't worry. All you really have to do at school is just find a way to survive. It can feel like a war-zone sometimes.” 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper doesn't like me,” she continues. “She doesn't like my best friend very much, either, but she especially doesn't like me. She thinks I'm naughty.” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    I can't help smiling. 
 
    “Not ever?” I ask, hoping to tease her a little. 
 
    Again, she shakes her head. 
 
    “I was naughty,” I continue. “Well, not crazy naughty, but I had my moments. All the best girls are naughty occasionally. It'd be boring to be good all the time.” 
 
    “I just don't want to go back to school tomorrow,” Sophia replies. “I've got a funny feeling in my tummy.” 
 
    “Are you feeling ill?” 
 
    “It's like a tickle. And my head feels funny too. I'm scared that something bad'll happen if I have to go back to school tomorrow.” 
 
    She looks down at her own hands, wiggling her fingers for a moment. 
 
    “Sometimes you have to ignore your fears,” I tell her. “We all get them, but you just have to put them out of your mind and hope for the best.” 
 
    I wait for her to reply, and then I reach a hand out. 
 
    “Come on. Let me walk you home. Which house do you live in?” 
 
    “Mommy and Daddy think I'm just pretending to feel sick, to get out of school,” she continues, still staring at her own hands, “but I'm not. Something really bad is going to happen. I'm going to do something really bad.” 
 
    “I don't believe that for a second,” I reply, before reaching into my pocket and taking out my phone. “I'll bring up a map and you can show me where you live. There's no way your parents can be happy with you out alone like this.” I take to open a map app. “It's not like I'm desperate to get home any time soon.” 
 
    I turn to look at her, but suddenly she's gone. A moment later, hearing footsteps rustling through the grass, I look over at the bushes and listen as the rustling fades into the distance. It's like she was there one second and gone the next. 
 
    “Hey, come back!” I call after her, but I guess it's already too late. 
 
    Sighing, I slip my phone away and head back into the house, reaching the kitchen just as Dad comes through with an empty coffee mug. 
 
    “Do you think people go to Hell if they offend a priest?” he asks. “Like, automatically? Do they have special influence over that sort of thing?” 
 
    “I just met this kid who was out alone,” I tell him, relieved to be able to fill the silence and avoid any awkward questions. Heading over to the sink, I pour myself a glass of water. “That's weird, right? You'd never have let me go running about on my own at night when I was just seven or eight, would you?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Your mother would've had a heart attack.” 
 
    “That's what I figured,” I reply, peering out the window just in case I spot Sophia again. “It's funny how some people don't seem to care about stuff like that. This kid was just hanging around out there like it was the middle of the day.” 
 
    “Did you ask if she was okay?” 
 
    “She said she was fine. She just said she didn't want to go to school tomorrow.” I take a sip of water and turn to him. “Maybe I should go back out and look for her. Do you know where the Landsomes live?” 
 
    He furrows his brow. “The Landsomes?” 
 
    “That's what she said her name was. Sophia Landsome.” 
 
    I wait for an answer, but now Dad's simply staring at me as if I'm talking nonsense. 
 
    “I just met her on the lawn.” I take another sip. “I think I might grab my jacket and go see if I can find her. She shouldn't be out there alone. I shouldn't have let her wander off in the first place.” 
 
    Setting my cup down, I can't help noticing that Dad's still staring at me as if I'm some kind of lunatic. 
 
    “What?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I wait again, but he seems genuinely concerned. 
 
    “What's the big deal?” I ask. “If you're worried, I can go back out there and look for her again.” 
 
    “The Landsomes moved away from Deal back in the nineties,” he says cautiously. “They left twenty years ago. Right after their nine-year-old daughter Sophia died in the schoolyard.” 
 
    “Then it must have been someone else,” I point out. “Dad, seriously, there must be another Sophia Landsome in town.” 
 
    “There are no Landsomes in Deal anymore,” he explains. “Ramsey, they all left after the tragedy. I don't think any of them have even been back to visit once. They have no connection to the place. I don't know if you're trying to be funny, but I promise you, there's no way you met Sophia Landsome out there. And if you think it's funny to make up some kind of story, I'm surprised at you, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I'm not making anything up!” I tell him, starting to feel like maybe he's trying to prank me. “Dad, why would I lie about something like this?” 
 
    “I don't -” 
 
    He sighs, and then his phone buzzes. He glances at the screen, and then he sighs again. 
 
    “I have to get to the station and make peace with an angry priest,” he explains, setting his beer down and stepping past me, heading toward the door. “Ramsey, let's just go easy with the Sophia Landsome talk, okay? It's still a sensitive topic around here. I'm not surprised you don't know anything about what happened. People tend to clam up whenever she's mentioned.” 
 
    He slips his coat on, before grabbing his car keys and opening the front door. 
 
    “I won't be long. Try to stay out of trouble while I'm gone, okay?” 
 
    “But Dad -” 
 
    Before I can finish, however, he pulls the door shut, leaving me standing alone in the silent house. 
 
    “I know what I saw,” I say finally. “I met that little girl. I met Sophia Landsome.” 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Five 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “I am telling you exactly what happened!” Father Porter says firmly, as we stand in my office at the station. “A demon ran out in front of my car and I almost hit it! I had to take avoiding action! I could have been killed!” 
 
    “And I'm very sorry if you think we weren't taking your concerns seriously earlier,” I explain, hoping that I might be able to strike a conciliatory tone and finally shut him up. “I was being flippant, and my comments weren't appropriate. That's why I came down to speak to you myself, to show you that we're absolutely going to look into what you claim to have seen.” 
 
    “I'm not claiming anything!” he snaps. “I'm telling you what I saw!” 
 
    “Did you see any evidence of a demon in the area?” I ask, turning to Michaels. 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, blank-faced and clearly lost for words. 
 
    “Um,” he manages finally, “like... What kind of evidence?” 
 
    “Well,” I reply cautiously, keenly aware that I have to make Father Porter think I'm taking this seriously, “like maybe... scorch marks?” 
 
    “Scorch marks?” Michaels replies. 
 
    “Burns on the ground,” I continue. “Footprints. Or tail prints. Or...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and after a moment I turn to see that Father Porter is scowling at me. This whole situation is ridiculous, but I guess I have to keep trying for a little while longer. 
 
    “If I might ask for your advice,” I say with a slow sinking feeling, “what kind of evidence do you think we should be looking out for, Father Porter?” 
 
    “Demons do not pass easily through this world, Sheriff Kopperud,” he replies, folding his arms across his chest in the process. “Do you think a minion of Satan could simply wander through our fair town and not leave sickly residues?” 
 
    “I'm sure he could,” I say, “but I just... Exactly what kind of sickly residues should we be looking for?” 
 
    “Maybe ectoplasm,” Michaels suggests. 
 
    Father Porter and I both turn to him. 
 
    “Like in Ghostbusters,” he continues. “Like goo. Something sticky and clear, maybe.” 
 
    I turn back to Father Porter, only to see that he looks utterly furious as he continues to stare at Michaels. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Michaels mumbles, looking down at his own hands. “I was just speculating. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “One thing I think we can all agree on,” I say, hoping to take charge of the situation, “is that there seems to be no immediate threat. I'm sure we have time to take a very sober approach to whatever's going on. Father Porter, I have to be honest with you, this is not something that I know a great deal about. If you could advise us, we'd be extremely grateful. Maybe we can work together and be productive.” 
 
    Checking my watch, I see that it's almost midnight. 
 
    “Nothing's going to happen tonight,” I add, “so -” 
 
    “I saw the demon's eyes,” Father Porter says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “I'm sure you -” 
 
    “I saw him look at me,” he continues. “I was driving at a leisurely, sedate pace. I had my lights on. Suddenly this creature stumbled out into the road. I pressed the brakes so hard, my car began to skid across the lanes. The creature was frozen ahead, as if it knew not where to take itself. I was terrified as my car finally came to a halt just yards from where it stood. My lights were still blazing forward into the night, but I turned to my left and stared at the dimly-lit beast, and I saw a pair of inhuman eyes glaring at me. Eyes that have no place in God's world, eyes of hatred and anger. And in that moment, as I stared at the demon and as it stared at me, I was fully convinced that I was about to be killed.” 
 
    I wait for him to go on, but he simply stares at me with a hint of fear in his expression. In that moment, I remember the sermons he used to give many years ago, when I was dragged by my parents to church. I used to be scared of Father Porter, I used to think he was over-the-top... 
 
    I never once, though, thought of him as a fool. 
 
    “Why the demon did not slaughter me,” he says finally, “I shall perhaps never know. Certainly I made the sign of the Lord, and I asked for protection. Perhaps the demon sensed the Lord's presence, or perhaps as a man of God I was in some way guarded. My faith, I wonder, might have been my greatest strength out there alone on that deserted road with only a demon for company. The beast watched me for what felt like an eternity, although it was most likely only thirty seconds or so. And then, to my shock, it turned its arched and naked back against me and it ran off past the edge of the road. When last I saw it, the creature was scuttling between the charred tree-trunks, heading out across what was once a forest but what is now like a moonlit landscape of nightmares. Only after the creature was out of sight did I think to call this office. And now here I am, explaining what happened to two fools who quite clearly think that I am some cliched religious nut-job who cannot be trusted to speak the truth.” 
 
    “Nobody here thinks that of you,” I reply. 
 
    “I heard you on the phone with your colleague here.” 
 
    “And I was wrong to say those things,” I tell him, taking a step forward. “Father Porter, you obviously saw something out there on that road tonight and I want to know what it was. If it almost caused you to crash, it could do the same to someone else, maybe with worse consequences. Please, ignore my earlier comments and allow me to assure you that I will find out what happened to you tonight.” 
 
    I reach out a hand for him to shake. He hesitates, but finally he accepts and we shake hands. He seems skeptical still, which I understand, but at least he's willing to accept the peace offering. 
 
    “These things rarely happen in isolation,” he explains, before letting go of my hand and heading to the door. “If I saw a beast tonight, others will see the same soon enough. There must be a reason why these things have come to our town, Sheriff Kopperud. It would be useful if we can determine that reason as quickly as possible, so that we might determine our response. In the meantime, I hope very much that I will see you and your daughter in our congregation on Sunday. It has been a while since you have set foot in the church.” 
 
    “We'll be there,” I tell him, and then I watch as he heads past the desks and out toward the parking lot at the front of the station. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I turn to Michaels. 
 
    “What a freak!” he says, starting to laugh as if he's been struggling to contain his mirth. “Did you hear what he was on about? I think he actually believes he saw a demon! For real!” 
 
    He holds his left hand up and mimics a swirling shape on one side of his head. 
 
    “The man must be cuckoo,” he continues. “How can he possibly think that the rest of the world takes him seriously?” 
 
    “Get out there and search that stretch of road,” I reply. 
 
    “Exactly!” he says with a chuckle, heading over to the coffee machine and setting a cup under the nozzle. “I bet he thinks we'll be out there all night, searching for cloven footprints or stuff like that.” 
 
    “Get out there,” I tell him again, “and search every inch of that stretch of road. Two miles in each direction from where Father Porter's car stopped, and half a mile on either side.” 
 
    He chuckles again. 
 
    “Sure, boss.” 
 
    He turns and winks at me. 
 
    “I'll get right on that,” he adds. 
 
    “I'm serious.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to reply, but then he hesitates. 
 
    “I want to know what that man saw tonight,” I continue, “because he sure as hell saw something.” 
 
    “It's almost midnight,” Michaels points out. “You can't actually want me to go out there at midnight. I'll be cold!” 
 
    “Wear a thicker jacket.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “That's an order,” I add. “The sooner you get going, the sooner you'll be back.” 
 
    I wait, but he seems frozen in place, as if he's expecting me to admit at any moment that I'm joking. 
 
    “Check every square foot out there,” I continue, heading over to the vending machine in the corner and slipping some coins into the slot. “Whatever Father Porter saw, it must have left a mark somewhere. Maybe it dropped something, maybe it just left a print or two. There could be droppings. But nothing moves without leaving some kind of trace, and I want to know what that thing was. So wipe that smirk off your face and go do your job.” 
 
    For a moment, he seems poised to argue with me, but then he turns and heads to the door with a heavy sigh. Stepping around the desk, I go to the coffee machine and pour myself something to drink, while trying to figure out exactly when I'll think about going home to Ramsey. 
 
    I tap at the vending machine, and a moment later a bag of potato chips falls into the tray. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    As I pick up the potato chips, I turn and see that Michaels is in the doorway. 
 
    “You don't actually believe anything that old man said, do you?” he continues. “I mean... you can't. Can you?” 
 
    “After last year,” I reply, “I don't want to take any chance.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to argue with me, but I can see he finally understands. 
 
    “Call me if you find anything,” I reply. “Anything at all. Even if it seems insignificant.” 
 
    “Sure.” He still seems reluctant, but this time he makes his way across the main office and out the front door. 
 
    Taking my phone from my pocket, I bring up Ramsey's number and give her a call, but she doesn't pick up and I'm put through to her voicemail. I wanted to speak to her, just to be absolutely certain that she's safe, although I try to remind myself that I'm probably overreacting. Everything's fine. There probably wasn't anything out there on the road tonight, and I'm worrying for no reason. 
 
    “It's me,” I tell Ramsey's voicemail, even though I know she never checks these things. “I'll be home soon. There's no need to wake up, I've got my -” 
 
    Before I can finish, another call flashes on the screen and I see Harry's name. 
 
    “Hey,” I say as I answer, “what -” 
 
    “James, you have to get here!” she sobs, sounding terrified as a series of beeps ring out on the other end of the line. “It's Dad! James, something's wrong! I think we're losing him!” 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Six 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Hey kid!” I call out, stopping at the edge of the pitch-black garden and looking around, hoping against hope that I might spot the little girl again. “Are you still out here?” 
 
    It wasn't her. 
 
    It can't have been her. 
 
    I mean, despite everything that happened last year, I'm still not quite ready to believe that ghostly little girls are wandering around here in the suburbs of Deal. Sure, I met that weird police officer in the forest a year ago and she seems to have been the ghost of someone named Molly Abernathy, but those were extraordinary circumstances and I feel like things should have settled down now. And anyway, she was most likely just some trick that Sebastian was playing. Sebastian's gone now, so things should have settled down. 
 
    The most likely explanation is that some little girl was playing out here, and she deliberately tried to spook me by using the name of someone who died. After all, kids these days are notorious little trolls. She's probably some nine-year-old 9gag edge-lord. 
 
    “Hey kid!” I yell again, even though I'm starting to get cold and I think this is a colossal waste of time. “You're very funny, but I want to make sure you're okay! I'm trying to be a responsible adult here and a good neighbor! Could you help me out?” 
 
    I wait, but of course there's no reply. 
 
    “Okay,” I mutter, turning to go back inside, “I guess -” 
 
    Startled, I let out a gasp and step back as I see the little girl standing over at the edge of the yard, staring straight at me. I swear she wasn't there a moment ago, but I guess she must have climbed out of the hedgerow. Still, although I quickly tell myself not to panic, I have to admit that my heart is racing. 
 
    “There you are,” I say finally, not quite daring to go over to her. “I was looking for you.” 
 
    She doesn't reply. 
 
    She simply continues to stare straight at me. 
 
    If she is pranking me, she's got a bright future as an actress. 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I take out my phone. There's a missed call from Dad, but I open the web browser and bring up my earlier search of the Sophia Landsome case. I'm hoping to prove to myself that the whole thing is unconnected to this little girl, but as soon as I find an old photo of the dead girl I feel a shudder pass through my chest. 
 
    It's her. 
 
    I look over at the girl, then back at the phone, then at the girl again. 
 
    It's really her. 
 
    Either that, or the resemblance is seriously uncanny. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, not really knowing what to do, but then I realize that actually I do know exactly what I should do. I'm just playing for time, when in fact I should go right over there and speak to her. 
 
    Whoever she really is. 
 
    “It's just a girl,” I whisper under my breath, before finally forcing myself to start walking across the lawn. The night's so cold, my feet crunch slightly against the grass. 
 
    “Hey,” I continue, trying to smile and seem relaxed. “Remember me? We talked a few hours ago, out here. You told me your name and some other stuff. I wanted to help you out, but you seemed okay. I just want to ask you some questions now. Do you mind?” 
 
    She doesn't reply, and finally I stop a few feet from her. 
 
    Maybe I'm imagining things, but somehow the air feels even colder in this part of the garden. 
 
    Slowly, cautiously, I crouch down in front of the girl so that our faces are more or less on the same level, and then I check the picture on my phone again. I want to find discrepancies, to see that this girl in front of me merely looks a lot like Sophia Landsome, but deep down I already know that they're identical. In fact, the more I compare them, the more certain I am, and finally I hold the phone up so I can look at them side-by-side. 
 
    Okay, that's freaky as hell. 
 
    “So your name,” I say cautiously, “is -” 
 
    “Sophia,” she replies. “I already told you that.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” I say, bringing up the camera on my phone and tapping to start recording. If I'm meeting a ghost, I want evidence. I can see her image on the screen, so hopefully I can show this footage to Dad later. “You definitely told me that. I'm by no means calling you a liar. I wouldn't dare. I just...” 
 
    I pause for a moment, before reaching out toward her with my right hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “I want to touch your shoulder.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I hesitate with my hand just a few inches from her. My fingertips feel icy, and my chest is tightening with anticipation. If this girl is a ghost, then I guess my hand should just pass straight through her. If that happens, I'm going to completely freak out. 
 
    “Is it okay?” I ask, although I know I'm delaying this again. “For me to touch your shoulder, I mean.” 
 
    “I guess,” she replies, keeping her eyes fixed on me. “If you really want to.” 
 
    “I'm not sure,” I murmur, before forcing myself to move my hand closer. My fingertips are really cold now, but I keep going until I feel that I must be reaching through her and then - 
 
    Suddenly my fingers bump against the fabric of her dress. I let out a gasp and pull back, shocked but also relieved that I was actually able to touch her. At the same time, my fingertips are burning slightly with the cold. This kid is absolutely freezing. 
 
    Wait, maybe it's her clothes. 
 
    Maybe I could touch her ghost clothes, but the girl herself isn't really here. Like, the clothes are somehow different to the girl's actual body. Her ghost body. And the clothes are, like, floating around her. However that works. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, tilting her head slightly as she continues to stare at me. “You're looking at me funny. I don't like it.” 
 
    “You're pale,” I reply. “You're really, really pale.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “And you're cold. How come you aren't shivering?” 
 
    “I don't know.” She pauses. “I'm always like this these days. I don't remember being any other way.” 
 
    “You don't, huh?” 
 
    I reach up to touch her face, but again I hesitate for a moment. She's not just pale, she's almost completely white with just a very faint hint of blue. I think I can actually feel the cold emanating from her, reaching out to me, although I tell myself that's not actually possible. 
 
    The phone is still recording. 
 
    And then, slowly, I reach out and touch the girl's cheek. 
 
    I immediately gasp again as I feel her freezing cold skin. She's like ice, and after a few seconds my fingertips actually start to burn. I move my hand away, but I'm shocked to see that each fingertip has left behind a black smudge on the girl's skin, as if the heat of my body has left a mark. I wait for the black smudges to fade, but if anything they're spreading slightly. 
 
    “You've met him,” she says suddenly. 
 
    I look at her eyes and see a flicker of fear. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “You've met him,” she says again, sounding increasingly agitated and – for the first time – seeming as if she might be about to cry. “I can tell. You know him. You've seen him! You've heard his voice!” 
 
    “I don't know what you're -” 
 
    “You've met him!” she yells. 
 
    I pull back. 
 
    “You've met him!” she screams, suddenly lunging at me and grabbing my shoulder, pushing me down against the grass with her ice-cold hands. “Why won't he talk to me anymore? What did I do wrong? Tell him he has to come back!” 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Seven 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Dad hasn't woken up all night,” Harry says as we stand in the doorway, half in and half out of Buddy's hospital room. “His breathing sounds different, though. Like he's finding it harder.” 
 
    “Let's go and get something to eat,” I reply, checking my watch. “It's almost three in the morning. I think I saw a vending machine down the hallway.” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “You need a break,” I add. “Harry -” 
 
    “I can't leave!” she says firmly, as she rubs her eyes and sniffs back some more tears. “I've found someone to open up the bar for me in the morning, so I'm just going to stay right by his side. But can you drop by the bar around lunchtime and check that Mike's got everything sorted? He's well-meaning but he can be kind of clumsy.” 
 
    “Don't worry about the bar right now.” 
 
    “It's my business, James. Of course I have to worry about it.” 
 
    “I'll -” 
 
    “Check on Mike!” she says firmly, and again she sniffs back tears. “There's a delivery coming and he won't know my system for storing the barrels, and he doesn't have much common sense. Damn it, why did the delivery have to be scheduled so soon? Okay, I'll write up some notes for him, even Mike has to get it that way.” 
 
    “You're going to collapse if you keep this up,” I point out. “Don't worry about the bar right now. I'll talk to Mike and we'll keep the place running.” 
 
    “I have to be here in case...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, but I know exactly what she means. And listening to the sound of Buddy's slow, shallow breaths, I can't argue with her. The man is dying. Maybe until this moment I was able to fool myself into thinking his final moments were always going to be a way off, but now the cold, hard truth has hit. We're about to lose him 
 
    “I'll just go to the bathroom,” Harry continues, “and then I'll be back. Can you sit with him while I'm gone? It'll only be for a few minutes.” 
 
    Without even waiting for an answer, she turns and heads along the corridor. She's so tired, she can barely even walk, and her shoulder bumps against the wall as she makes her way into the bathroom. I want more than anything in the whole world to make this better for her, to take some of the burden, but all I can really do is stay close and try to offer support. There's nothing that can make somebody feel better when they're losing a parent. 
 
    Turning and heading over to the bed, I look down at Buddy's frail face and see that his eyes are still closed. He was such a big man once, a towering man who dominated any room he entered, but now most of him seems to have wasted away. His head is tilted slightly to one side and his mouth is open, and since yesterday most of the tubes and wires have been removed. His skin has a slightly yellowy tinge, and it's impossible to miss the fact that his body is shutting down as the hours tick past. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder, to check that Harry still isn't coming back, and then I head around to the top of the bed and lean down. 
 
    I shouldn't do this. 
 
    I know I shouldn't, but... 
 
    I think tonight is my last chance, and there are still so many things Buddy never told me. Things he promised to get around to. Things about this town that are important. 
 
    “Buddy, it's me,” I whisper. “Buddy, I need to know something. It's about your old cases, the ones you... Well, let's call them the cases where you massaged the truth. I need to know if you kept records of what really happened.” 
 
    I wait, but all I hear is a slow, dry breath. 
 
    “Buddy.” 
 
    I nudge his arm. In normal circumstances, I'd never dream of disturbing a man who's in such a bad way, but I'm running out of time and I need to know whether or not he's got documents hidden away somewhere. Whenever I asked him before, he always told me we'd talk about it later. Now we're at the end, and I know the old Buddy – the real Buddy – would want to know that his papers were being taken care of. 
 
    “You once told me that the things in the forest would never interfere with people here in town,” I continue. “You said that was how things worked. But the thing is, last night Ramsey started talking about the Sophia Landsome case, and that got me thinking. Buddy, I need to know whether there were ever any instances where the things in the forest broke the agreement and interfered.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, fully aware that I sound like a lunatic. I look over at the doorway, to make sure there's still no sign of Harry, and then I turn back to Buddy. 
 
    His gummy, bloodshot eyes are open, and he's staring at me. 
 
    “Let's focus on the Sophia Landsome case,” I continue. “I know the basics of what happened, and I'm not here to criticize you for the way you handled things. You did what you thought was right. But I've got this niggling feeling in the back of my mind that maybe Sophia... I don't know, I just find it hard to believe that a little girl could do all of that without some kind of help. The school is on the edge of town, Buddy. It's right next to the forest. It wouldn't take much for something to reach out into the yard and manipulate her. Because that's how it works, isn't it? It reaches into people's minds and makes them do things.” 
 
    I wait, but he's simply staring at me. After a moment, however, his lips quiver slightly. 
 
    “Are you trying to say something?” I ask, before taking hold of his hand. “If you have records somewhere, squeeze once.” 
 
    Again I wait, but there's no squeeze. 
 
    “Sophia Landsome, Buddy,” I say firmly. “That name must haunt you.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “I need to know if this thing in the forest is still dangerous,” I continue. “I'm the sheriff now, Buddy. I'm doing your old job. And in case you forgot, almost the entire forest burned down a year ago, which I'm guessing maybe changes things. There's no longer that strict divide between what's out there and what's here in the town. And maybe the divide was never as strict to begin with, not if something reached out of the forest in the late nineties and made Sophia Landsome do those awful things to herself.” 
 
    When he still doesn't reply, I lean closer. 
 
    “I have to know!” I hiss. 
 
    His lips move again, and this time I hear the faintest whisper. 
 
    “People are going to die, Buddy,” I continue, “if I don't know the truth. I've already figured out that I don't know everything. Ramsey's keeping something from me, and I still haven't gotten to the bottom of the fire last year, or all the business up at the farm with the Cane boys. I've got pieces of this puzzle, but I don't know how to put them together, and right now you're my best hope. So tell -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I realize his voice is getting louder, to the point that I can almost hear what he's saying. 
 
    “What's that, Buddy?” I ask, leaning even closer. 
 
    “You're...” 
 
    “I'm what?” 
 
    “You're...” 
 
    “Buddy, I need -” 
 
    He lets out a slow, pained gasp, and I see some kind of milky white residue clinging to his chapped lips. 
 
    “You're not James,” he whispers finally. “You're... not...” 
 
    I pause, waiting for him to continue, but now all I hear is his shallow, rasping breath. 
 
    “What did you say?” I whisper finally. 
 
    “You're not James,” he gasps suddenly. “You're not James Kopperud. You're not him.” 
 
    “Buddy, you need to focus. It's me, it's James, and we've known each other a long time.” 
 
    “You're not him.” 
 
    “Buddy -” 
 
    “You're not him!” he snarls, suddenly sounding much more agitated. “You look like him and you sound like him, but you're not him! James Kopperud died a year ago!” 
 
    “No, Buddy,” I reply, as a chill passes through my chest, “that's not true. I'm right here and I'm -” 
 
    “You're not him!” 
 
    He reaches up and grabs my arm, trying to push me away. 
 
    “You're not him!” he groans again. “He died! You shouldn't be here! James Kopperud is dead!” 
 
    “Buddy, I -” 
 
    Suddenly an alarm starts ringing, and I turn to see that a red light is flashing on one of the monitors next to the bed. Hearing footsteps rushing this way, I turn the other way, just in time to see several nurses rushing into the room with a doctor just a few paces behind. And behind him, the bathroom door opens and Harry comes out, her face filled with fear as the alarms get louder and louder. 
 
    “Twelve forty-four,” Buddy gasps. 
 
    I turn back to him. 
 
    “Out of the way!” one of the nurses yells, grabbing me and starting to pull me away. 
 
    “Twelve forty-four,” Buddy says again, as his eyes start rolling back in their sockets. “Twelve -” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Another nurse hauls me away from the bed, and I watch in horror as they start working on Buddy. His body is convulsing and several monitors are ringing out with alarms, and a moment later there's the distinctive drone of a flat-line. It's as if chaos has suddenly broken out all around the room. 
 
    “Dad!” Harry screams, rushing forward and trying to get to him, trying to force her way between the nurses. “Wait! Dad, come back!” 
 
    All I can do is watch as Buddy's shirt is ripped open, and as the doctor tries to get his heart restarted. 
 
    “Don't die!” Harry sobs. “Dad, please! You can't die!” 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Eight 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Cooper? Meredith Cooper? Can I grab a word?” 
 
    Hurrying across the main street, I can't help noticing that the elderly woman hasn't even turned to acknowledge me since I started calling her name. Deal is surprisingly busy this morning, so I guess it's possible she didn't hear me. As I get closer, however, I see the side of the woman's face and I realize that she's simply staring down at the sidewalk as she shuffles along with grocery bags in her arms. She seems zoned out, almost zombie-like, as if she's barely paying any attention to the rest of the world, and as I get closer I see that her clothes are tattered and partially stained. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I continue as I draw alongside her. “I don't mean to bother you, but is your name Meredith Cooper?” 
 
    Finally she stops and turns to me, and I swear I can see the fear in her eyes. It's not new fear, either; it's more the kind of fear that takes root and sinks into a person's soul for a few decades. 
 
    “I really need to talk to you,” I continue, even though I feel like I'm intruding. “I'm sorry, but... You might not want to hear this name, but it's about Sophia Landsome.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sophia was a good little girl,” Mrs. Cooper says a short while later, as we sit in a coffee shop. “Always eager to please. So bright, and always smiling.” 
 
    She stares down at the print-out I brought along, which shows an old news report from the late nineties. Along with the story about what happened on that awful day, there's also a photo of the girl who died. No matter how hard I've tried to reason with myself since last night, I can't deny that it's the exact same little girl I met on the lawn. 
 
    The same little girl who lunged at me, yelling about someone. 
 
    The same little girl who then vanished in the blink of an eye, leaving me panicked and terrified on the lawn in front of Dad's house. 
 
    “From what my father told me,” I say after a moment, “I get the impression that the full nature of what happened to Sophia wasn't discussed much. Maybe to avoid upsetting her parents, certain things were kept out of the news? Buddy was in charge back then, wasn't he?” 
 
    “Buddy was a good man,” she replies. “Standards have fallen immeasurably since he retired.” 
 
    “Actually, the new...” 
 
    My voice trails off, as I realize this isn't a good time to fight that battle. 
 
    “Buddy kind of had a habit of shuffling the truth out of sight,” I say diplomatically. “It's okay, I know how he kind of operated.” 
 
    I wait, but now she's simply staring at the print-out, and there are tears in her eyes. 
 
    “He told us it would be best if we didn't burden people with what had happened,” she says finally. “He said people didn't need to know the details. He said it was sad enough that a little girl had died. He was worried about her parents, I think. He didn't want them to know the awful truth. Of course there were rumors, but Buddy was certain he could keep hold of the situation, so he...” 
 
    I wait for her to continue, but she seems to be in shock. Still, after all these years. 
 
    “He sat me down in the empty classroom,” she continues, staring into space now as if she's reliving those moments. “After everyone had been cleared out, Buddy sat me down and talked to me. I suppose you might say that he coached me. He helped me understand what to say to people, and what not to say. He told me things could get bad in Deal if the truth came out, and that I had to think about the well-being of the town. And do you know what? Everything he said made total sense. He was right.” 
 
    “I'm not saying Buddy was wrong,” I tell her. “I just need to know the truth.” 
 
    “Children shouldn't do that kind of thing to themselves,” she says. “Children are innocent. They don't have any evil in them, but...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “I thought children were born innocent,” she continues finally. “I thought it took time for the world to corrupt them. But something went wrong in Sophia's mind. It's like a switch was flipped. I couldn't have noticed, you know. People talk, but I had so many children to look after and I couldn't have noticed the change in her. I just couldn't!” 
 
    “No-one blames you,” I reply. “Please, I just need to know what happened to Sophia.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time. I can't tell her the truth, about seeing the dead little girl last night, so I need to come up with some other excuse. 
 
    A moment later, spotting movement outside, I look toward the street just in time to see a yellow school bus driving past, packed with children. I guess they must be going on some kind of day trip, and I get a brief glimpse of their happy faces before the bus disappears around the corner. 
 
    “The school was next to the forest,” I point out yet again, turning to Meredith Cooper. “It was really close, right?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “And the children played in the yard each day?” 
 
    She nods again. 
 
    “Did they ever get to go out into the forest?” 
 
    “They weren't supposed to leave the yard,” she replies. 
 
    “So if -” 
 
    “I remember the smell of pine cones,” she adds. “So beautiful.” 
 
    “Okay, but what does -” 
 
    “Some days,” she continues, “if the wind was blowing the right way, the whole schoolyard would smell of pine cones. It was as if the smell just drifted in from the forest and filled up the school. Oh, those days were lovely. And of course the forest was beautiful. I'd stand in the yard during recess and look out past the fence, into the light and shade between the trees. Such utter beauty, and sometimes the children would join me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We'd stand at the fence together, just enjoying the smell of pine cones.” 
 
    “You would, huh?” 
 
    I wait a moment, worried that maybe I shouldn't ask my next question, but I guess I have no choice. 
 
    “And was it just the smell of pine cones?” I ask cautiously. “When you were standing there, did you ever hear anything unusual coming from the forest?” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I don't know.” I watch her face for any hint that she might understand. “A voice, maybe? Voices?” 
 
    “What kind of voice,” she replies, “could one possibly hear from an empty forest?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I tell her. “That's why I'm asking.” 
 
    “You young people don't understand beauty,” she says. “That's the problem. You all run around with your mobile phones and your laptops and your tablet computers and all those other flashing electric devices, and you don't take any time to stop and enjoy the beauty of the world. You're missing out on so much. When I think back to how the children and I used to stand at the fence and stare out at the forest, I pity people these days. I pity anyone who can't take time to savor the beauty of the world around them.” 
 
    I wait, but now she's staring out the window and a smile is slowly spreading across her face. 
 
    “Was Sophia Landsome one of the girls who stood with you,” I ask finally, “and stared out at the forest?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she says quickly, her smile growing even more. “Such a good girl. She was at the fence with me every day. She saw the beauty of the forest. At least she had that joy before...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, and I see a flicker of doubt in her expression. Her smile is almost interrupted, and I think maybe there are tears in her eyes. 
 
    “At least she had that joy,” she continues after a moment. “Such a nice young girl.” 
 
    “Sure sounds like it,” I reply, as I begin to realize that there probably isn't much more this woman can tell me. “I guess she loved staring out at the forest. And I guess maybe something loved staring back at her.” 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Nine 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “You're not James,” Buddy's voice whispers in my ear, barely rising above the hum of the air-conditioning in this windowless room. “James Kopperud died a year ago. You're not him!” 
 
    Suddenly the door opens, and I get to my feet just as Harry comes through. She's dabbing at her tear-filled eyes with a piece of tissue. She's been crying all night, but finally this morning she seems to be pulling through. Either that, or she's entering some new stage of shock. 
 
    “They're almost done,” she says as the door swings shut behind her. “They're just finishing up, and then we can go in and see him. He had another stroke, and now they think... They think the brain damage is too extreme. His heart's still beating, just about, but they don't think there's any chance he can ever wake up. I can tell they're already thinking about pulling the plug. I think they're going to ask me, James, but I can't do it. I won't be able to.” 
 
    She pauses for a moment, staring into space. 
 
    “I don't know if I can do this,” she adds finally. “I can't see him like this.” 
 
    “You don't have to,” I tell her, stepping over and placing my hands on the sides of her arms. “We can just go home if you prefer.” 
 
    “I don't want my last memory of him to be...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “When they were trying to restart his heart,” she continues, “it was all so brutal and violent. They got it going again, but to be honest I just wish they'd let him go. Now he's clinging on, his body's clinging on even though his mind is gone. What's the point? But at the same time, it's so wicked of me to think like this. That's my father in there, and I can't bear the thought of losing him.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry, Harry,” I reply, feeling as if those words are not nearly enough. “I'm sure he's not suffering anymore.” 
 
    “There's going to be so much to do,” she adds, placing her hands over her face as if, for a moment, she can't process it all. “I don't even know where to start. When Mom died, Dad took care of everything but now without him I just don't know what I'm supposed to do.” 
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    “I'll have to call people. Dad was so well-known in Deal, everyone's going to want to talk to me. I can't handle that, James. And then there are the people from out of state, people from the old days. He has this really old black address book that's falling apart. There are hundreds and hundreds of names and numbers in there. Am I going to have to call every single one of them? 
 
    “I'll talk to the well-wishers.” 
 
    “The funeral -” 
 
    “He's not dead yet,” I point out. 
 
    “He's a vegetable!” 
 
    “Harry...” 
 
    “It's going to have to be a huge funeral,” she adds, lowering her hands to reveal a shocked face. “The entire town is going to want to show up, and I'm sure there'll be people from other parts of the country. I think he even has a few friends in Asia, people who moved there after the war. Sometimes I have gatherings in the bar after a funeral, but there's no way that'd be enough space this time. Dad was pretty much the most popular guy in the whole town. Where are they going to stay when they come to the funeral? There aren't going to be enough hotel rooms.” 
 
    “We'll figure something out.” 
 
    “Then there are the flowers and -” 
 
    “We'll figure something out,” I tell her again, before putting my arms around her and holding her tight. “Right now, you just need to focus on yourself. Everything else can wait. There are no rules about what you're supposed to do next, but you sure as hell don't need to be running around trying to organize everybody else's reactions. You need to start processing your own reaction. Buddy wouldn't want you to take the weight of the whole world on your shoulders.” 
 
    I wait for her to reply, but a moment later I realize I can feel her shoulders shaking. She's weeping. At the same time, I can hear a distant beep still coming from Buddy's hospital room. Somehow, despite everything that happened during the night, he's holding on. It's almost as if he refuses to die. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I guess I'm going to have to sort through his things,” Harry says later, as we stand in the front room of the house she shared with her father. “I'm going to have to throw stuff out.” 
 
    “You don't have to do anything right now,” I remind her. “It can all wait.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “He's not -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time. How many times, over the past few minutes, have I reminded her that he's not technically dead yet? That he's still somehow hanging on, defying everything the doctors think is possible. 
 
    She pauses, before heading over to the desk in the corner and immediately opening one of the drawers, from which she pulls a thick wad of papers. She's acting as if Buddy's already dead, but I guess I don't really blame her. She's preparing herself for the inevitable. 
 
    “I have to call so many people,” she continues, as she starts frantically sorting through the documents. “I can't let it all build up. Dad has so many friends, I'm gonna have to get in touch with all of them and make sure they know what's happened, and then I'm gonna have to fix a funeral date, and then there'll be all the people who come to visit.” 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “And I need to find his suit,” she adds, turning to me. “The black one, you know? That's the one he'd want to be buried in.” 
 
    “Sure, but first -” 
 
    “Maybe it needs cleaning. Who am I kidding, of course it needs cleaning. Unless he had it done last time. Damn, I need to find the thing first and see how it is.” 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “Don't tell me to take a rest, James,” she continues, interrupting me. “You know that's not gonna happen. If I stop, even for a moment, I'll never get started again.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell she can do all of this work later, but I guess she needs to distract herself a little. Besides, as she turns and starts once again going through the papers, I realize that this is a pretty normal reaction to grief. I mean, I was pretty much the same when my own parents died, and their deaths were quick and clean. Buddy's really hanging on, halfway between being alive and being dead, and Harry and I both know a phone call could come from the hospital at any moment. I expected her to want to stay right there, but I think maybe she's hoping he'll slip away and she won't have to see him suffering again. 
 
    “I can go look for the suit,” I tell her. “I'll start in his bedroom.” 
 
    “If it's not there, try the spare room next to the bathroom. He sometimes used that for storage.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And I'll have to call Mike,” she says with a sigh. “That delivery's going to be a mess without me, but I can't go to the bar right now. I'll have to tell him where to store the barrels until I show up.” 
 
    Leaving her to get on with her work for a few minutes, I head upstairs and make straight for the spare room. Sure, I'll check the bedroom in a moment, but I figure I can kill two birds with one stone by checking exactly what Buddy has been storing over the years. After all, at work he's been systematically getting rid of any files that hint at the truth. While it's possible he'd have simply burned those files, I have a hunch that he'd have wanted to keep them, if only because he'd have wanted to have some kind of personal record. 
 
    And then there's that number. 
 
    Twelve forty-four. 
 
    Why would Buddy whisper that particular number to me, right before he suffered the stroke? I'm probably jumping to conclusions, but I can't help wondering whether maybe he has some kind of storage device, or a safe, and he was giving me the combination. It feels a little too easy for him to have given that code up at the end, but I guess his mind wasn't quite right and maybe – just maybe – he was making one last attempt to do the right thing. 
 
    Pushing the door open, I step through into the dusty spare room and find that there are old boxes piled on the bed. I flick a switch on the wall, only to find that the lights in this room don't work, leaving the place pretty dark and gloomy. I head over to the window and pull the drapes open, but the window itself is dirty and smudged. There's still not much light in here. When I go over to the bed and take a look in the first box, I'm disappointed to find nothing more than a bunch of old comic books. 
 
    “Huh,” I mutter, picking up one of the books and finding that it's an old issue of Action Comics. “Never had you down as a comic book kind of guy, Buddy.” 
 
    I check the other boxes, but all I find are more comics. Then I check the wardrobes, where there's nothing more than a bunch of fusty-smelling old shirts and jackets. I start searching the pockets of those jackets, just in case Buddy left something behind that might be useful, but of course I find nothing. Next, I crouch down and take a look at the bottom of the wardrobes, but there's still no sign of anything useful. 
 
    “What did you mean, Buddy?” I whisper. “What does twelve forty-four open?” 
 
    It has to be a safe. 
 
    Buddy was never too good with computers, so I doubt it's a password. 
 
    That means a physical safe, or maybe a box at the post office. That number has to mean something, even if it simply bubbled up from the depths of his dying mind. I just wish he could have told me a little more, because right now I feel as if there's no way I'll ever be able to figure out what he meant. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I swing the wardrobe door shut. Just as I'm about to go and start looking in the main bedroom, however, I spot a figure moving at the far end of the room. Startled, it takes me a moment to realize that there's a full-length mirror hanging on the other side of the bed, and the movement was nothing more than my own reflection. Still, as I stare at the mirror for a moment, I realize that the face staring back doesn't really look like me at all. I wait for the shadows to resolve and for my own face to become clearer, but if anything the face is starting to look more and more unusual. Sure, the room is a little gloomy, but I can still make out the face's features. It's as if I'm staring into a mirror and seeing somebody else reflected back at me. 
 
    “You're not him,” I hear Buddy's voice whispering. “You're not James.” 
 
    I take a step forward. 
 
    The figure in the mirror steps forward too, but he still doesn't look a whole lot like me. He's staring at me, he's holding his body like me and he's wearing my clothes, but he's not me. 
 
    A shudder runs up my spine as I watch someone else's eyes staring back at me from the reflection. 
 
    Someone older. 
 
    Someone with deep lines running from their eyes, splitting the flesh and leaving thick bloodied cracks. And the more I stare, the more I realize that the face is becoming paler and paler with each passing second, and then I realize that I feel cold. Reaching up, I touch the side of my face and feel that my cheek is icy, and then when I move my fingers away I see that the tips have left black burn marks on the skin, almost as if - 
 
    “James?” 
 
    Startled, I turn just as the door creaks open, and I see Harry's silhouette. 
 
    I look back at the mirror, and now I see my own shocked face staring back at me. My real face, my normal face. Everything's back to normal. 
 
    “I was starting to think you'd gotten lost,” Harry continues, flicking the light-switch a couple of times before coming over to join me next to the bed. She wipes her eyes and sniffs back tears. “Any luck finding Dad's suit?” 
 
    “No,” I whisper, still staring at my reflection, still worried that at any moment it might shift and become somebody else's face again. It's almost as if, for a moment, I was seeing myself in the future when I'm... I mean, I'm seeing what I'd have looked like if my cancer hadn't simply stopped being a thing. “I haven't checked the main bedroom yet.” 
 
    “That's probably where it is,” she replies wearily, turning and heading to the door. “I need to get it dry-cleaned so I can drop it by the funeral parlor. He probably wore it to somebody else's funeral. He was complaining a lot about how people were dropping like flies.” 
 
    “Does Buddy have a safe?” I ask. 
 
    She turns to me. “Huh?” 
 
    “Does your father have a safe, or a deposit box somewhere? Anything like that?” 
 
    “No. I don't think so. No, I'd have known about it. Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    She hesitates for a moment, before heading through to the main bedroom. 
 
    “Not even maybe out of town?” I add. 
 
    She turns to me again. 
 
    “Never mind,” I continue. “I was just thinking out loud, trying to help you get everything in order.” 
 
    “I'll find that suit,” she mutters, turning and heading through to the next room. 
 
    Left alone, I can't help looking back over at the mirror. I see my own face again, and I guess I should feel reassured, but deep down I can't help replaying Buddy's words over and over again, trying to figure out what he meant. Sure, the guy had been losing his mind for a while and he was known for going off on long, rambling rants about things that made no sense to any of us, but in those moments before the stroke he seemed more lucid and coherent. 
 
    And as I continue to watch my own reflection, I can't shake the fear that at any moment the face might change again, and that I might see somebody else staring back at me. Somebody who's already dead. 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    Stopping at the end of the street, I look over at the schoolyard and watch as kids run around. I could hear them yelling and laughing from two or three streets away, and now I see them playing behind a chain-link fence that runs all the way around the edge of the yard. The whole scene seems completely normal, like a slice of perfect suburban life, but then my gaze drifts toward the charred forest beyond the yard's far end and I feel a shudder pass through my chest. 
 
    This is the school where Sophia Landsome killed herself. 
 
    I look around, to make sure nobody's watching me, and then I start crossing the road. This is the school I would've been sent to, if Mom hadn't wanted to home-school me and then – I guess – if she hadn't taken me away from Dad and from Deal. I'd have been like these kids now, running around and happy, just a few feet from the fence that separates the yard from the forest. And as I reach the other side of the road and stop again, I can't help feeling a shiver run up my spine as I see that the forest really is right next to the school. It's so close, in fact, that I can well believe the smell of pine cones drifts across the yard when the wind's blowing in the right direction. 
 
    But what else drifts through from the forest and reaches those kids? 
 
    Realizing that I'm in danger of looking like some kind of weirdo, I make my way along the street, heading past the closer edge of the yard until I spot some of the school's secondary buildings. I've been reading everything I can find about Sophia Landsome, and my understanding is that she took herself away from the other kids and found somewhere quiet to sit while she cut off her own skin. If that's the case, then I guess she must have sat in one of the little hidden spots that I can see now. Stopping at the fence, I look toward the buildings and try to imagine that poor girl cutting her skin away piece by piece. 
 
    How could something so horrific happen here, at a place where kids are supposed to be safe? 
 
    Then again, I think I already know the answer to that question. Turning, I look toward the main yard again, and then at what's left of the forest. The fire has left nothing but charred stumps, but twenty years ago the forest would have been thick and deep and dark. By my estimation, the school is many miles from the area where Sebastian made his home, from the spot where his little wooden house stood in a clearing, but I imagine he had his run of the entire forest. And maybe one day while he was in there, he heard the sound of kids playing and he came to take a closer look. And then maybe, just maybe, he reached out from the shadows and chose one of the minds he found, and then the rest is history. 
 
    But why would he do something like that? Why would he draw attention to himself, when he seemed so keen to be left alone out there? 
 
    And, more importantly, where is he now? 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-One 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Boss? Molly Tingle just phoned the station and said she thinks someone's going through her trash again.” 
 
    “Molly Tingle always thinks people are going through her trash,” I tell Deputy Michaels as I open the door to the evidence room. “I don't think Molly Tingle's trash is really quite so fascinating.” 
 
    “What should I tell her?” 
 
    “Tell her to get a photo of this trash-fiend, and then we'll know what we're dealing with.” 
 
    “Don't you think that's a little... dismissive?” 
 
    Stopping as I reach the first shelf of boxes, I turn back and see that Michaels is tapping at his phone. A moment later I hear a set of beeps, and I realize he's playing some kind of game. 
 
    “Do you know how many times I've been out to Molly Tingle's house?” I ask. “Do you know how many times I've examined her trash cans over the past few months, while she's been standing over me and telling me someone was rifling through them?” 
 
    Michaels taps at his phone, causing another beep. 
 
    “How many times, boss?” 
 
    “Enough times,” I reply, before turning and heading to another of the shelves. “Tell her to document it. Honestly, that woman's trash problem is second only to Tom Lanston's dog Keanu in terms of ability to cause unnecessary drama. Anyway, how did it go last night?” 
 
    “Last night?” 
 
    “I sent you out to check the area where Father Porter had his near-miss.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” He mutters something under his breath as the phone beeps again. 
 
    “You checked the road-side, right?” I continue, feeling a flicker of annoyance. “Tell me you didn't just go somewhere and play that dumb game.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    The phone lets out a loud, flat drone for a few seconds, and Michaels sighs as he turns to me. 
 
    “Of course I checked the road-side,” he says, although he seems a little startled to be pulled back to the real world. “I was out there for hours. I checked north, south, east and west, and I didn't find anything. Well, I found the tire marks from where the old man skidded, but apart from that there wasn't much out there.” 
 
    “No foot-prints in the dirt?” 
 
    “Not really. Some of the mud was disturbed slightly, but that could have been anything.” 
 
    “Disturbed?” I ask. 
 
    “Like someone dragged something through it.” 
 
    “Did you take photos?” 
 
    “Of mud?” 
 
    “Get back out there and take photos. You were supposed to document anything you found.” 
 
    “But I'm already supposed to have gone home! I only came back to -” 
 
    “Go finish what you started,” I tell him, pointing toward the front door. “I can't believe I'm even having to tell you this. I want photos of anything, no matter how unimportant it might seem .When you've done that, then you can go home.” 
 
    He sighs again as he gets to his feet and heads over to the coat-rack. He looks exhausted, and I sympathize, but need to be able to trust people around here. Besides, Michaels clearly has enough energy to play some stupid game on his phone, so he can damn well get out there and finish the job he was supposed to get done during the night. 
 
    I pull some boxes along the shelf and take a look inside, but so far I haven't found anything that seems remotely connected to Buddy's words earlier. Twelve forty-four could refer to just about anything, but my latest theory was that it might be something to do with shelf twelve here in the evidence room. As I check every box on that particular shelf, however, I'm already starting to get a sinking feeling. Deep down, I know I'm way off course and that I'm not even close to figuring out what Buddy was going on about. 
 
    “Hey Michaels,” I call out, “did you -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot something over on the far wall. There's some kind of dark square shape down next to the floor, almost completely hidden behind the boxes that are piled onto one of the shelves. Heading over, I pull the first box away and find to my surprise that there's some kind of small door. I crouch down, and I feel a rush of anticipation as I see that I've found what appears to be a small safe, complete with a tumbler on the front. I know it can't be this easy, I know I can't have been this lucky, but at the same time there's a flicker of hope in my chest. 
 
    I immediately start turning the tumbler, following Buddy's twelve forty-four code, and then I try to pull the safe open. 
 
    No luck. 
 
    I try again, but still the door remains shut. 
 
    I try a third time, before stepping back as I try to figure out how I never noticed this thing before. 
 
    “So I guess I'll be heading out now,” Michaels says, grabbing his keys from the desk. “To take photos of mud. Seems like a good use of my time.” 
 
    “Hey Michaels,” I say, turning and seeing that he's still on his way out of the office. “Do you know anything about safe-cracking?” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Two 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “You look like you've got the weight of the world on your shoulders.” 
 
    Looking up, I realize the guy from behind the counter has brought my coffee over. I've been so preoccupied by thoughts of Sophia Landsome, I once again completely zoned out. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb,” the guy continues with a faint smile as he sets the coffee down. “I'll leave you alone so you can go back to daydreaming or whatever you were doing.” 
 
    I open my mouth to thank him, before spotting some of the old framed photos on the coffee shop's wall. Each picture shows a different old image of Deal's past; some of the photos are fairly recent and modern, while others go back decades. The oldest I've seen so far is from 1912, but there are plenty more at the far end of the wall that I haven't even looked at yet. One good thing about a town like Deal is that there are always plenty of local historians pottering around, keeping themselves busy by cataloging the past and saving pictures. I guess old people need to fill their time somehow. 
 
    “That's this place,” the guy says suddenly, pointing at one of the pictures. “It's been in the same family since the mid-fifties.” 
 
    “That's cool.” 
 
    He steps over to another picture. 
 
    “This is the main street. You can see the shop on this one too, and -” 
 
    He stops suddenly, before allowing himself a faint, slightly embarrassed smile. 
 
    “You know what?” he continues. “I'm sorry. You just came in here to have a coffee and think, and I'm trying to give you a history lesson. I'll leave you alone.” 
 
    “No, it's interesting.” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I head over to take a closer look at the photos. I think I've seen some of them before. Maybe. I've been in this coffee shop a bunch of times, but never for the photos. Only for the coffee. The photos have been background decoration at most. Like the past. I was always vaguely interested in black-and-white pictures of people standing around in familiar-but-different parts of town, but I never paid much attention. Until now. I thought local history was the exclusive preserve of pensioners, but now I realize I was wrong. 
 
    “I'm kind of a history buff,” the guy says after a moment. “Local history, the history of the town and the forest, that sort of thing. It's nothing fancy, but I take an interest. You know, I think there are three types of people in this world. People who are most interested in the past, people who are most interested in the present, and...” 
 
    He pauses, and then he shrugs. 
 
    “Well, you get the idea. I'm a past kind of person. For now, I mean.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I reply, turning to him. 
 
    “Does that seem weird?” he asks, seeming a little startled. “I mean, I like other stuff too. I'm not just into history.” 
 
    “No, it's cool,” I reply, not really getting what he means. “I guess I'm more interested in the future. Or at least I was.” 
 
    “Oh, that's cool, too,” he says with an earnest nod. “Totally cool. I mean, the future's very cool. Where would we be without it, right?” 
 
    “I'm interested in the past too,” I add, although I feel like I'm out of my depth a little here. “I mean, I like the past. I'm glad the past exists, 'cause...” 
 
    I try to think of a way to complete that sentence. Any way will do, just so long as I don't sound like a complete idiot. 
 
    “Because without the past, the present wouldn't exist?” the guy suggests. 
 
    My brain's starting to hurt. 
 
    “I think so,” I say finally. 
 
    He smiles. “Or maybe if the past didn't exist, the present would slip back one place and become the past, and the future would be the present, and then what comes next would be something else. I mean, you can get yourself wrapped up in some pretty insane thought experiments if you keep thinking like that, huh?” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but I think maybe he just made some very deep, very profound point that went whooshing right over my head. When I said my brain was starting to hurt, that wasn't even much of an exaggeration. I can feel my mind pushing against the limit of what I understand. 
 
    “Sorry,” the guy says with another nervous smile. “Sometimes I get kind of intense and... I should stop that and just focus on coffee and...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment, and again he seems embarrassed. Awkward, maybe. 
 
    “Ramsey,” I say, reaching a hand out toward him. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “My name,” I add. “I'm telling you my name. It's Ramsey.” 
 
    “Oh. Cool name.” 
 
    “And yours is...” 
 
    “Ethan.” He shakes my hand. “I'm just doing a few shifts here to cover while people are away. I'm sort of passing through town, I come from not too far away but I thought I'd move to the big smoke and see what life's like.” 
 
    “I think people usually go to New York or Los Angeles when they move to a place they call the big smoke,” I point out. “This is... well, this is just Deal.” 
 
    “It seems big compared to where I'm from,” he says, and again he seems a little embarrassed. “I guess you must think I'm, like, some kind of weirdo hick.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about Sophia Landsome?” I ask. 
 
    As soon as I've asked that question, I regret saying the name. I can see from the change in his expression that Ethan definitely does know who I'm talking about. 
 
    “Okay,” he says cautiously, while conspicuously glancing around to make doubly sure that there's nobody else in the shop with us, “I've got a confession to make.” He turns back to me. “I saw you in here earlier with Meredith Cooper, and that set some alarm bells ringing. And I wasn't eavesdropping, I swear, but I did overhear a little of your conversation and I know you were talking about her. About Sophia, I mean.” 
 
    “Not many people want to talk about her,” I point out. 
 
    “Not many people want to talk about any of the crazy stuff that goes on in this town. People want to keep their heads in the sand, and they want to pretend everything's alright. I mean, that's how I started getting into the history of the place in the first place. The real history, I mean. Not the papered-over version peddled by guys like that old sheriff who used to try to control what everyone knew.” 
 
    “So you know about Sophia?” 
 
    “It's not a nice story.” 
 
    “Most true stories aren't nice,” I point out. 
 
    “That seems kinda cynical.” 
 
    “Experience,” I reply. “Come on, you blatantly want to tell me what you know.” 
 
    “I'm not too -” 
 
    “And you were blatantly eavesdropping on my conversation with Mrs. Cooper earlier.” 
 
    “I wasn't!” 
 
    “You basically admitted it.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to reply, but then he sighs. 
 
    “I'm cool with it,” I continue. “You were interested. That's very cool. But help me out a little. What do you know about Sophia Landsome?” 
 
    “The old sheriff wanted to stop people asking questions,” he replies. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He wanted people around here to have an easy life. To not know what was really happening.” 
 
    “I know that too.” 
 
    “I understand why he did what he did, but I also think he was dead wrong to do it.” He glances out the window, watching the sidewalk for a moment as if he's making sure that nobody else is about to disturb us. When he turns back to me, there's a little more seriousness in his eyes. A little more concern. “This whole town is built on buried truths and willful ignorance,” he continues. “Buddy never wanted people to know what was in the forest. And before Buddy, there were other people who made sure the truth stayed hidden. But they were wrong about one crucial thing. They thought there was a clear line between what's here, and what's out there. They trusted that the things from the forest would never cross that line, but that's not how it shook out at all. The things from the forest crossed the line whenever they wanted, because the deal was just a convenience to them. I mean, you did notice the name of the town, right?” 
 
    “I always figured that was a coincidence,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head. “The whole town is a deal, between two different...” 
 
    He pauses for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” he adds, “I haven't figured that part out yet. Like I said, I'm just studying things, trying to notice connections. I mean, there's a lot going on and it's too easy to get wrapped up in crazy theories.” 
 
    He pauses again. 
 
    “Sorry,” he continues. “Am I boring you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I reply, turning and looking at the pictures again. “I just...” 
 
    Pausing, I realize that maybe – unlike everyone else I've met since I came back to Deal – this Ethan guy might actually almost slightly understand what I'm dealing with. I mean, it seems almost too convenient that I happened to bump into him and his interest appears to be very sudden, but I guess I should seize the opportunity. As my gaze drifts from one photo to the next, I see the faces of people who have probably been dead for decades. Did they ever have to deal with the things that lived in the forest? Or did they just live in blissful ignorance? How long has this been going on? 
 
    “What happened?” Ethan whispers suddenly. 
 
    Startled, I turn to him. 
 
    “Sorry.” He holds his hands up. “I didn't mean to startled you. I just thought... Well, I figure you seem like something's on your mind. People don't usually come wandering in and start talking about Sophia Landsome.” 
 
    “What would you say,” I reply cautiously, “if I told you that...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    I shouldn't do this. 
 
    As nice as he seems, Ethan's just a stranger. A stranger with a nice smile and some unusual interests, but still a stranger. I don't usually feel the urge to share, so this sensation is pretty weird right now and I need to rein myself in a little. Better to go too slow than to rush headfirst into something I'll regret later. 
 
    “Try me,” he says after a moment, almost as if he was reading my mind. And then he smiles. “I mean, you know what I mean. It can't hurt, right?” 
 
    Now it's my turn to glance out the window and make sure nobody is coming into the coffee shop. 
 
    “What would you say,” I continue, turning back to Ethan, “if I told you that I think I maybe met the ghost of Sophia Landsome last night?” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Three 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “This is hopeless,” I mutter as I continue to gently turn the safe's tumbler, listening for the faint click that this latest YouTube video tells me I should hear. “It's never going to open.” 
 
    As it turns out, safe-cracking isn't simply a matter of googling for tips and then giving it a go. 
 
    Still, I don't exactly have any better ideas right now, so I continue to turn the tumbler. In the back of my mind, I'm starting to wonder whether I might have to hire somebody to come and get this thing open, but for now I'm willing to take a little longer fiddling with the lock. Buddy never mentioned there being a safe down here in the evidence room, which seems pretty odd considering he gave me very specific instructions when he retired from his role as sheriff and I took over. Why would he not mention the safe? 
 
    Then again, maybe the answer is obvious. 
 
    Maybe Buddy doesn't want anyone else to ever see what's on the other side of this little iron door. Maybe this was where he stashed all the information and documents he wanted to keep from the world. Sure, he could have simply burned everything, but then maybe he wanted to keep some kind of record. And maybe he always thought he'd have a chance to come back and retrieve everything some day. After all, he was forever inviting himself into the station even after his retirement. A man like Buddy wouldn't want to completely let go. 
 
    I tap my phone to restart the video, but suddenly the screen flashes and I see that Harry's trying to call me. For a moment I consider not answering and instead calling her back at a more convenient moment, but then I sit back and lean against the wall as I tap to accept the call. 
 
    “Hey,” I say with a sigh, “I was just about to -” 
 
    “Dad's gone missing!” she stammers, sounding filled with panic. 
 
    I sit up. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Dad's vanished from the hospital!” she continues, and now I can hear voices shouting behind her, as if people are freaking out on the hospital ward. “I was sitting with him one moment, and then I went to talk to the doctors for the morning briefing. We were only gone a couple of minutes, but when we got back there was no sign of him! He's not even supposed to be able to open his eyes, but somehow he got out of bed!” 
 
    “He can't have just walked out,” I reply, getting to my feet and heading through to the stairwell. “Are you sure he hasn't been taken to another department for tests? Maybe they just forgot to -” 
 
    “He's gone, James!” she shouts. “No-one knows where he is! They're reviewing the security tapes now to try to figure out where he went, but I don't think he's in the building!” 
 
    “Okay, let's stay calm,” I reply, “we just have to be methodical about this. There's no way he can have gone far, so let's -” 
 
    “Boss!” a voice yells from upstairs, followed by the sound of someone clattering down the stairs. A moment later, Deputy Coles comes into view, and for once she isn't staring at her phone. “You'd better come quick!” she continues, her voice trembling with shock. “It's Buddy Carter!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” I shout, pushing through the small crowd that has gathered on the street. “Will somebody tell me where the hell he is? What are you all -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I see Buddy up ahead. 
 
    He's completely naked, shuffling along the street with his catheter bag running out from his penis and dragging along the tarmac. He looks so painfully thin, and each step he takes seems as if it might be his last, but somehow he's managing to keep walking. For a moment, all I can do is stare in horror as I try to understand how someone in Buddy's condition even has the strength to put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    “What's wrong with him?” a woman whispers nearby. “I knew he was ill, but...” 
 
    “This is horrible,” another woman says. “Why isn't anyone helping him?” 
 
    Stepping past the crowd, I make my way out into the middle of the street and stop in Buddy's path. He's a few feet away still, but he's slowly shuffling straight toward me. Now that I'm closer, I can see that not only is there a trickle of blood on his stubbly chin, but that his eyes are rolled almost completely up into their sockets. He's letting out a faint, guttural groan too, as if he's trying to speak but can't quite get any words out. 
 
    “Buddy,” I say firmly, holding my hands up in the hope that he knows I'm here. “Buddy, it's me. It's James.” 
 
    I wait for him to reply, but all I hear is another faint groan. 
 
    Taking my jacket off, I step around behind Buddy and slip the jacket over his shoulders, hoping to cover him up at least a little. Not that my jacket is remotely long enough to protect his dignity, and I quickly pick up the catheter bag from the floor and – not knowing what else to do – I slip it into one of the jacket's pockets. With the tube still hanging low, the whole thing looks completely absurd, but I figure it's better than nothing. 
 
    “Hey Buddy,” I continue, keeping pace with him. “What are you doing out here? You're supposed to be in the hospital, Buddy. People are worried about you.” 
 
    He still doesn't respond, but a fresh bead of thick, syrupy blood oozes between his chapped lips and starts running down his chin. 
 
    “Harry's worried,” I add. “Your daughter, Buddy. You remember Harriet, don't you? You need -” 
 
    Suddenly he stops and turns to me, and he furrows his brow as if he's suddenly locked into a moment of intense concentration. Startled, I instinctively take a step back, and it takes a moment before I can gather my thoughts back together. Harry looks almost angry, as if he doesn't like seeing me. 
 
    “Why don't you come to my office?” I ask. “Why -” 
 
    Before I can finish, he opens his mouth and lets out a deep, guttural growl that sprays blood from his lips. 
 
    “Buddy -” 
 
    And then he smiles, while tilting his head to one side. The sudden change is remarkable, but disconcerting at the same time. As he begins to squint slightly, however, I feel certain that the real Buddy is in there somewhere, peering out at me from a mind that's starting to fall apart. 
 
    “Buddy, you need to come with me, okay?” I continue. “We'll go inside. We'll go to the office and sit down, and then we'll get a doctor to check you out. Does that sound good, Buddy?” 
 
    I hesitate, before reaching out and placing a hand on his jacketed arm. 
 
    “Buddy, we -” 
 
    He growls again, and this time thick bloody bubbles burst from one side of his mouth and pop, before dribbling down his chin. It's almost as if he's trying to laugh. 
 
    “Okay, everyone get out of here!” I shout at the onlookers, starting to feel annoyed by all these people who apparently have nothing better to do with their time than stare at a delirious old man. “There's nothing to see here, so I want all of you to beat it! Don't any of you have something better to do with your afternoons?” 
 
    Not one person moves. 
 
    They're all just staring. 
 
    “Anybody who's still here in thirty seconds' time will be arrested!” I yell. “I don't even care what for, but I'll find something! Now move!” 
 
    This, at least, gets them to start wandering away, although I can hear whispered gossip spreading through the dissipating crowd. I'm sure they'll all have plenty to chatter about for the rest of the day, but right now all that matters is making sure that Buddy is okay. 
 
    Turning back to him, I find that he's simply standing and staring at me with that same slick, bloodied grin on his lips. He seems completely oblivious to the world around him. 
 
    “Buddy, do you recognize me?” I ask, before looking down at his bare legs. “How are you even walking? You had a massive stroke less than twenty-four -” 
 
    Suddenly he rasps again, and this time more blood sprays from his mouth. He's swaying slightly, and as his smile grows he also seems to be opening his eyes wider and wider, as if he's astonished by the sight of me. I'm no doctor, but I know a man in his condition shouldn't be up and about like this. 
 
    “Buddy,” I continue, taking a step toward him, “please, just -” 
 
    I stop as he starts laughing. Not just chuckling, but really guffawing, spraying more blood in the process. His whole body is shaking, and the blood running from his mouth seems to be getting a little darker, as if it's coming from deeper and deeper inside. His round, yellowing eyes are fixed on me as they seem to bulge from their sockets, and for a moment all I can do is stare back at him and watch in horror as I feel a slow, creeping sense of dread rising through my chest. 
 
    This isn't possible. 
 
    There's no way he can be walking around. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Hearing a car door slam shut, I turn just in time to see Harry racing this way. 
 
    “An ambulance is on the way,” I tell her, hurrying over and holding my hands up, trying to keep her back. “Harry -” 
 
    “Let me past!” she shouts, pushing me aside as she runs to Buddy and puts her hands on his shoulders. “Dad, what are you doing here? Dad, talk to me!” 
 
    Ignoring her, as an ambulance siren gets closer and as more blood runs down his chin, Buddy keeps his eyes fixed on me. After a moment, his lips start to twitch as if he's about to say something, and then finally – as if the effort required is intense – he managed to slip out a few words that I can't quite make out. 
 
    “Dad?” Harry stammers. “What -” 
 
    Suddenly Buddy lets out a horrified cry, and the smile is replaced by a rictus of pain. He tilts his head back and his legs buckle, and Harry struggles to hold him as his violently trembling body slumps to the ground. I rush over and help support his head, and together we lower him onto the tarmac. More and more blood is gushing from his mouth, and his eyes are lolling back lifelessly in their sockets now, and when I press two fingers against the side of his neck I find that there's no sign of a pulse. 
 
    “Don't die!” Harry sobs, pressing the side of her face against his chest as she breaks down completely. “Dad, please, stay with me!” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Four 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    The video cuts off, and I set my phone down. 
 
    “That's all I got when I tried to record my encounter with Sophia,” I explain to Ethan. “I saw her at the time, I even saw her on the screen. But later, when I played the video back, it's just me talking to thin air. I mean, if I saw that video for the first time now, I'd think I look crazy.” 
 
    “I don't think you look crazy.” 
 
    “Well you should, because I do,” I reply. “In that video, at least, but I swear... She was right in front of me.” 
 
    “The Sophia Landsome case is a perfect example of how the truth has been hidden in this town for decades,” he explains as he sets out some old, photocopied newspaper pages. “It's prime Buddy Carter, for sure.” 
 
    “Prime Buddy Carter?” I ask, taking one of the photocopies and seeing a news report about a horrific accident at the school. 
 
    “The way he used to massage the truth. The official story is that little Sophia died in a freak accident with some scissors.” 
 
    “That's not what really happened,” I point out. “Well, I guess it is, in a way. But from what I've heard, it was a little more... over-the-top.” 
 
    “Exactly. But if you ask the other kids who were in Sophia's class, even the kids who saw the truth, they'll all regurgitate the same fake story about Sophia simply running with scissors and then slipping. They were young, so Buddy made sure to drill his version of events into their heads. You know what kids are like. Now they all believe that version, because the truth is just too awful to contemplate. They don't want to remember the horrific sight of Sophia with her own skin turned inside-out. They're happy to believe the fake news version of the truth, even though they saw what really happened with their own eyes.” 
 
    “The truth? You mean about how she...” 
 
    My voice trails off. I don't want to say the words. 
 
    “I don't blame people,” he continues, looking down at the photocopies. “Who wants to live in a town where something like that happened? Where a little girl cuts her own skin off and stitches it back on like it's a badly-fitting dress. It's like with the disappearance of Molly Abernathy. The truth is scary, so Buddy made sure people had safe lies they could believe. And for the most part, he was able to keep them all safe in the process.” 
 
    “Only for the most part?” 
 
    “The things in the forest killed Sophia Landsome,” he adds. “There's no doubt about it. Something from the forest reached out and made her do what she did. I'm sure it masked the pain for long enough, so she could finish the job. And that, right there, is an example of the deal being broken. The things from the forest were never supposed to interfere with what happens in the town, but there have been isolated incidents over the years, almost as if they can't control themselves. Or at least there were isolated incidents, until recently.” 
 
    “Maybe they're controlling themselves the whole time,” I point out, “and they just have occasional slips.” 
 
    “It was Sebastian.” 
 
    I turn to him. “You know about Sebastian?” 
 
    “You know about him?” he replies. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask him again, but he's eyeing me with a hint of suspicion. 
 
    “There's more,” he continues. 
 
    He starts sorting through the photocopies, as if he's searching for something specific, and then he grabs a notebook and flips to a page near the end. 
 
    “There,” he says, sliding the notebook toward me. “This one might be more familiar to you.” 
 
    I immediately recognize some of the names. 
 
    “Mikey Cane,” I whisper. “Liam Cane. Sophia Landsome. Who are the others?” 
 
    “These are the people who I think, over the past century or whatever, have been influenced by the things in the forest. Those things get into their heads and make them do awful things. I mean, some of them are probably false positives, but I reckon at least three-quarters of these names were killed by Sebastian. Up until last year, he couldn't help himself.” 
 
    “And Buddy covered it all up?” 
 
    “He was so used to lying to everyone else,” he continues, “he probably found it easy to lie to himself too. To pretend that the creatures weren't breaking the deal every so often. Besides, what else could he do? Go marching out there and confront them? He thought he was keeping the peace. He thought he was maintaining a deal, and that the deal was better than nothing. Sure, occasionally the deal was broken, but I guess Buddy was willing to tolerate a few transgressions now and again. I guess he didn't want to admit that sometimes things are hurtling toward their target and nothing can stand in the way.” 
 
    “We can't ask him about it,” I point out. “Buddy Carter's on his deathbed. My father's dating his daughter. Buddy could die at any moment, and he's been out of his mind for years. He has some kind of dementia.” 
 
    “We could try talking to him,” he suggests. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “I wish I'd been onto this sooner,” he says. “A few years ago, I could have gone to see Buddy myself.” 
 
    “You wouldn't have gotten far.” 
 
    “I could have tried.” 
 
    “I don't think he even trusts my father with everything he knows,” I explain. “Buddy's very much a one-man-band kind of guy.” 
 
    “You've gotta understand,” Ethan continues, “that I'm just an idiot with a little time on his hands. Someone with better resources would be able to uncover a lot more.” He pauses for a moment. “So what's the real reason for your interest? Sure, seeing Sophia Landsome must have freaked you out, but I'm getting the feeling that maybe something else had you spooked already. And obviously you know something about Sebastian, which puts you ahead of most of the other people around here.” 
 
    “You'd think I'm insane.” 
 
    “I already do.” He smiles. “Joking. Kind of.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Seriously -” 
 
    “People think I'm insane,” he continues. “I know what it's like to tell people things, and to know that you're gonna sound like you're crazy. I know what it's like to tell someone what you really believe, and to risk having them laugh at you and walk away.” 
 
    “You've done that a lot, huh?” I ask. 
 
    “I'm kinda doing it right now.” 
 
    I pause, as I start to realize that he's gone out on a limb by telling me any of this. Maybe I should return the favor. 
 
    “Do you remember the fire last year?” I ask cautiously, and then I sigh. “Of course you do. It's not like you could have missed it. Apparently the sky was glowing for miles around.” 
 
    “It was right around the time Leanne Halperin was murdered.” 
 
    “Right. When Hinch... I mean, when Liam Cane was on the loose.” 
 
    “I'm convinced they're covering something up,” he replies. “I don't know what, not yet, but my senses tingle every time I think about that story. There's no way the public got to hear everything that happened back then.” 
 
    “It's not exactly a cover-up,” I continue, “it's more a case of things that haven't been ironed out yet. Things that don't make sense. Maybe it's also a case of people not wanting to ask certain questions, in case they get answers they don't like.” I pause again. “My father's the sheriff around here.” 
 
    “James Kopperud?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “That's cool,” Ethan says, nodding his approval. “He seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    “Last year, I did something,” I continue. “I did it for what I thought were the right reasons, and I still think they were right, but at the same time I saw things and I experienced things that made me realize there's some strange stuff out there in the forest. You know about Sebastian, or at least a little about him.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “What about a witch?” I ask. 
 
    “What kind of witch?” 
 
    “I don't know what kinds there are. Any.” 
 
    “I know there are stories,” he says cautiously. “Lots of stories, most of them contradicting each other. Some say Sebastian was a powerful wizard who met and battled a witch. Others says he married a witch and then they fell out. Or that it was a love story. Or that a witch was hired to kill him, because he was too powerful. I have no idea which of those versions, if any, might actually be true. Some say Sebastian came from around these parts, others that he moved here from far away, that he brought the witch with him and she was already in some kind of prison. Sometimes I actually think Sebastian himself spreads the different versions, to make sure that nobody really gets to the truth about who he is or where he comes from or what he wants.” 
 
    “And what about Esther Stewart?” I ask. 
 
    “Wasn't she -” 
 
    “And Thomas Hague?” 
 
    “Sure, he was a kid who -” 
 
    “And Molly Abernathy?” 
 
    “Sure. I've heard of Molly Abernathy.” 
 
    He stares at me, and I can see that I've really managed to get his attention now. 
 
    “It's all linked,” I continue, feeling a rush of pressure in my chest as I finally say out loud the things that have been on my mind for so long. “All those deaths, everything, it's all because of one thing that's out there in the forest. Or rather, one person. I don't know much about him, but his name's Sebastian and I think he has these... You're going to think I'm crazy, but I think he has certain powers.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “He offered me a deal,” I explain. “There was something he wanted, and something I wanted, and we sort of agreed to help each other out. Except now I don't really understand the terms of that deal, and I'm starting to feel like it's going to come back around and bite me. At the same time, I can't break the deal, because then my father...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and after a moment I realize that Ethan is staring at me with an expression of genuine bemusement. Sure, he seems to have had an idea that some crazy stuff is happening out there in the forest, but I'm pretty sure I'm pushing the envelope of what he's willing to believe. In fact, I'm starting to feel like I'm really losing my mind, and all of a sudden I feel a rush of panic in my chest. 
 
    “Forget it,” I stammer, turning and hurrying toward the door. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    He grabs my hand, and I turn to him. 
 
    “I believe you,” he says. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He nods. “Call it intuition.” 
 
    “Right.” I pause for a moment. “So are you insane, then?” 
 
    “I'm not insane,” he replies. “At least, I don't think I'm insane. I guess I wouldn't really know either way. But I believe you, I believe what you just told me, and I think maybe we've got different parts of the same puzzle. I think we could help each other out, but we have to be completely honest about everything. You can't hold stuff back, just because you're worried about how it'll make you look.” 
 
    “That's not why I was holding back,” I tell him. “I was holding back because I'm worried I might accidentally break the terms of the deal. I'm pretty sure I'm not supposed to tell anyone that it even exists.” 
 
    “I won't tell anyone else.” 
 
    I hesitate, poised to tell him, before turning to look at some of the photos on the wall. I'm playing for time, trying to find the courage to tell him all about the forest and my encounter with Sebastian and the fire and Esther and the tunnels, but deep down I'm still not sure whether it was all real. I guess I've been hoping against hope that it was just a fever dream, and that Dad's recovery was simply a miracle. And now, as I look at photos from decades ago, I can almost believe that I've been worrying about nothing. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    And then I see him. 
 
    A familiar face is staring out from one of the older, more faded photos. 
 
    I take a step closer. My heart is pounding, and no matter how much I try to tell myself that I'm wrong, I can't help staring at the photo and seeing a pair of dark eyes staring out at me. 
 
    Ethan is talking, but his voice is fading into the background. 
 
    I look at the text at the bottom of the photo, which states that the picture was taken in the main street back in 1950. I look at the next photo, which is dated 1965, and once again I spot the familiar face standing at the back of a crowd. 
 
    The next photo is from 1912, and I see his face again. 
 
    “Ramsey?” 
 
    Ethan nudges my arm and I turn to him, startled. Seeing the blank incomprehension in his eyes, I try to work out how to explain what I'm seeing, but then I turn back to the photos and see that the next image – from 1905 – also includes that same face. 
 
    “It's Sebastian,” I whisper finally, as I feel a dread weight in my heart. “He lied. He has been crossing the boundary and coming to town. He's been doing it for years.” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Five 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “His vitals are all over the place,” the paramedic says as he and his colleague try to settle Buddy down against the tarmac. “I don't know what -” 
 
    “Dad!” Harry sobs, lunging forward. 
 
    I grab her arm and pull her back as the paramedics continue to work on Buddy's shivering body. 
 
    “You've got to give them space,” I tell her, holding her tight. “They're doing the best they can.” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she yells. “Let me go to him!” 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “Don't touch me!” 
 
    She hits my arm hard, hard enough to make me let go. I reach out and grab her again before she can push the paramedics aside, and this time she doesn't struggle so hard. It's as if, in one moment, she's come to accept that Buddy needs help. 
 
    “He can't die!” she whimpers, trying for a moment to pull away again but then turning and looking up into my eyes. “James, I can't live without him!” 
 
    “You...” 
 
    Words fails me as I see the agony in her expression. I want to tell her that everything's going to be alright, but the truth is I know Buddy's going to die. I've seen paramedics work on injured people before, on the sick and the dying, and I can see from their actions that they're simply trying to make him comfortable. Looking past Harry for a moment, I spot Buddy's face and I see that his eyes are closed and his mouth is wide open. His features have that sunken look that's always followed by death. In fact, I've seen corpses that looked more alive than Buddy seems right now. 
 
    But still he won't – or can't – actually die. 
 
    “He's holding on,” one of the paramedics says, with a hint of wonder in his voice. “I've never seen anything like it. He should be gone, but somehow he's managing to cling on.” 
 
    “You have to help him!” Harry sobs, turning and looking over at them. “He's in so much pain! You have to give him something!” 
 
    The first paramedic looks at his colleague with an expression of helplessness. I think they're just waiting for Buddy to breathe his last, but somehow the old bugger's managing to cling to life. I know it's an awful thing to think, but he's clearly in a vast amount of pain and I can't shake the feeling that it's time for his suffering to end. Still holding Harry, still feeling her trembling sobs, I watch as Buddy takes another gasping breath. I've known that man almost my whole life, and I don't want to remember him like this. His face is turning blue and his eyes are squeezed shut, and he looks to be in absolute agony, but somehow – completely improbably – he's still alive. 
 
    He'd want to get it over with now. 
 
    “Why aren't they helping him?” Harry whimpers, as the paramedics continue to check Buddy's vital signs. “Why can't they do anything?” 
 
    “I don't think they know what to do,” I reply, watching Buddy's agonized expression. “I don't think they understand what's keeping him alive.” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Six 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Ethan asks, hurrying along the street after me. “Ramsey? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I need to find my father,” I reply, checking my phone yet again. “He's not picking up.” 
 
    “It's late, maybe he -” 
 
    “He always picks up,” I continue, and I can hear the trace of panic in my own voice. “Something's wrong. I don't know what, I can just feel it.” 
 
    “Why are you so upset? You almost ran out of there just now.” 
 
    “I saw him!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sebastian!” Stopping, I turn to Ethan and see the confused expression on his face. “He was in some of those photos!” 
 
    “Okay, so let's take it from there,” he replies. “Let's ask around and see if anyone recognizes him.” 
 
    “You don't understand!” I yell. “He shouldn't have been coming into town at all! He was supposed to stay in the forest all along!” 
 
    “So he lied to you,” he points out. “Is that really such a shock?” 
 
    “I don't know how long he's going to let this deal last,” I continue. “What if he moves the witch and then he decides he doesn't need to keep his word?” 
 
    “You need to start explaining this to me from the beginning,” he says, “because I'm only getting about half the story right now.” He pauses for a moment, before stepping closer. “I've been trying to understand what's happening in Deal for years now, and I haven't really gotten very far. But from the second I started talking to you, I've been getting the feeling that you know more than I ever dreamed I could find out. So instead of coming at this whole thing at cross-purposes, how about we get together and really pool our knowledge? 'Cause I actually think we could uncover the truth, starting with where Sebastian is now.” 
 
    “What do you mean, where he is?” I ask. 
 
    “I don't think he's around anymore,” he continues. “Is that even possible? Do you think he's just... gone?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I reply. “I hope so. More than anything, I hope he's forgotten that Deal even exists. I hope he's on the other side of the country, or even further away. I want him to forget all about us.” 
 
    Ethan opens his mouth to reply, but then he furrows his brow as he looks past me. 
 
    “What's happening over there?” he asks. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I spot a small crowd gathered at the end of the next street. I stop for a moment, and then I spot a familiar car parked nearby and I realize that something's happening near the sheriff's station. Harry seems to be involved, and there's an ambulance parked nearby with its blue lights flashing silently. I quickly turn and start heading that way, picking up my pace as I feel a rush of panic in my chest. 
 
    “Okay,” Ethan continues as he keeps pace with me, “so you're not making a whole lot of sense. Ramsey, can we talk about this?” 
 
    “Dad!” I shout, breaking into a run as I get closer to the crowd. “Dad, where are you?” 
 
    “Ramsey, please -” 
 
    “Not now!” I hiss. 
 
    “Let me help you!” Ethan says, grabbing my arm, only for me to pull away as I break into a run. “Ramsey, I'm on your side!” 
 
    “I have to find my father!” I yell, running faster and faster toward the crowd ahead. “I have to make sure he's okay!” 
 
    Ethan shouts something after me, but I don't even listen. Instead I run as fast as I can manage, driven by pure fear. Deep down, I've got this feeling that something's very wrong in Deal right now, even if I don't understand exactly what's happening. I'm worried about Dad, though, and as I get to the edge of the crowd my mind is already racing as I find myself worrying that maybe Sebastian has broken his side of the deal and Dad's hurt. 
 
    And then I see him. 
 
    Dad's with Harry, holding her as some paramedics work on a figure that's slumped on the ground. Filled with relief at the sight of my father, I hurry over to join him, and then as I stop I'm horrified to see that the figure on the ground is none other that Buddy Carter. 
 
    Naked and shivering, Buddy looks so much paler and more gaunt than before. After a moment, one of the paramedics places a blanket over him, but I don't understand why they're not doing more. 
 
    “What's happening?” I whisper, before turning to Dad. “Why's Buddy -” 
 
    “Just wait,” Dad replies, “he's not in any state to -” 
 
    Before he can finish, Harry pulls away from him and hurries around the paramedics, quickly dropping to her feet and taking Buddy's hand. 
 
    “I'm here,” she whimpers. “I'm right here. I'm not leaving you.” 
 
    “Is he...” I hesitate for a moment, before turning to Dad again. “Is Buddy...” 
 
    “I don't think there's anything they can do for him,” Dad says quietly, keeping his eyes fixed on Harry as she leans closer to Buddy's face. “He's been so ill for so long, Ramsey. He's been hanging on for months now, way beyond what the doctors expected.” 
 
    “Why aren't they helping him?” 
 
    “There's nothing they can do,” he continues. “The only way to give him any dignity now is to let him die peacefully. Or at least, as peacefully as possible. They've been working on him for about half an hour now, they're too scared to move him. But I think they've drawn a blank. They don't understand what's keeping him alive.” 
 
    I watch Harry for a moment, and I quickly realize that Buddy seems to be whispering something to her. 
 
    “He's talking,” I tell Dad. 
 
    “Just let them be,” he replies. “They're had a difficult relationship over the years, but he always loved her. I just hope he's letting her know that while he has the chance. She needs so badly to hear that from him right now.” 
 
    As Dad says those words, however, Harry turns and looks at me. She seems shocked by something, and then she raises a hand and gestures for me to go over and join them. 
 
    “What does she want?” I ask. 
 
    She gestures again, and I turn to Dad. 
 
    “Should I go?” I ask him. 
 
    “I guess so,” he replies, sounding confused. “I don't... I don't understand.” 
 
    I step around the paramedics and make my way over to Harry, and then I kneel next to her. My hands are shaking and I don't get any of this, but as I look down at Buddy I see he looks dead. He looks like a corpse, yet I can tell that he's somehow still alive. 
 
    “He has something to say to you,” Harry tells me, with tears running down her cheeks. “He told me to... He told me to bring you. He said he's been looking for you.” 
 
    “For me?” I reply, shocked. “I don't understand.” 
 
    “Why, Ramsey?” she continues. “Why is my father asking for you?” 
 
    “You!” Buddy gasps, suddenly trying to sit up and grab my arm. Harry tries to support him, but he reaches for me again. “You!” 
 
    “What about me?” I ask. “Buddy, I -” 
 
    “You've made a terrible mistake!” he gurgles, and now his yellowing eyes are wide open as he stares at me. “You have to undo it while you still have the chance! You have to stop it!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Harry asks him, before turning to me. “I don't think he knows what he's saying. His body's failing, he's confused.” 
 
    “What mistake?” I ask, edging closer to Buddy. “What exactly do you mean?” 
 
    “You know!” he splutters. “I see it in your eyes! You know! He won't let it be. Whatever he promised you, it won't last forever, and when it ends... I'm telling you, you still have time to call it off before it's too late! You still have time to put it right, but you have to hurry! The longer you leave it, the harder he'll make it!” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, before turning to look at Dad. 
 
    “You're a monster!” he continues. “You shouldn't be here! There are consequences to cheating death! You're dead and you should be buried!” 
 
    He turns to me again, and then slowly he raises a hand and points straight at me. 
 
    “You have stones on your back!” he gasps. “You can't fly properly while they're there! You have -” 
 
    Before he can finish, his body shudders and blood sprays from his mouth. He tries to speak again, but instead he slumps back against the road and his head bangs hard on the tarmac. His pupils are huge and more blood is pumping from his mouth, and Harry pushes me aside as she leans down and puts her arms around him. 
 
    “Don't die!” she sobs, as Buddy's body continues to twitch and jerk. “You can't die!” 
 
    I stare at her in shock for a moment, before turning and seeing that Dad is watching me. And as our eyes meet, I realize that he heard everything Buddy said, and that he suspects I know more than I'm letting on. In fact – as Buddy stops groaning and as Harry's sobs get louder next to me – I can't stop staring at Dad and feeling as if he's starting to suspect everything. From the way he's looking at me, it's almost as if he knows that this is all my fault. 
 
    I think he might be right. 
 
   


 
  

 The truck rumbles along an empty highway. There are no other vehicles on this stretch of road, which is just as well. She always hates the way motorists – civilians, she calls them – fail to account for the truck's speed or for its need to have a lengthy stopping distance. Wiping her weary eyes, she realizes she's due a rest stop soon, but she decides to delay that for a while. She's running behind schedule and she needs to make up time, or she'll lose pay. 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Seven 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    I hear the bedroom door bump gently shut, and then a moment later Dad comes through to the kitchen and stops next to the fridge. I wait for him to say something, but instead he simply stares at me with that same concerned, accusing stare that I first saw while Buddy was dying. 
 
    He knows. 
 
    Or at least, he suspects. 
 
    He's been so busy comforting Harry and trying to keep her from falling apart, he hasn't had time to ask me about Buddy's last words. Now, however, he's staring at me as if he expects to break me down through sheer force of will. 
 
    “How is she?” I ask, trying to act normal. “Did -” 
 
    “Her father died in her arms,” he says, interrupting me. “So all things considered, it's fair to say that she's not doing great. I gave her something to help her sleep, but I don't know if it'll be much use. She's dozing right now.” 
 
    “She doesn't have any brothers or sisters, does she?” 
 
    “No. She doesn't.” 
 
    “I guess you'll be helping with the funeral arrangements, then,” I continue. “If there's anything I can do, just give me a list and I'll get out there.” I turn and head toward the back door. “I'll grab my shoes and go -” 
 
    “Why don't you start by telling me the truth?” he says, interrupting me again. 
 
    I stop in my tracks and turn to him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    I wait, but he's simply staring at me. 
 
    “Just give me a list,” I continue, “and -” 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Ramsey,” he says firmly. “And don't even think about fobbing me off this time, because you've been hiding something for a while now and it's time to come clean. What did Buddy mean when he told you you'd made a mistake? What did he know about you, that I don't know?” 
 
    “I have no -” 
 
    “Don't lie to me!” he snaps. 
 
    “Dad, please,” I continue, with tears in my eyes, “he was dying. He didn't know what he was saying, he...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    Dad's still staring at me. 
 
    “No,” I add finally, “that's not fair. I shouldn't say that.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn't,” he replies. “Don't try to use a dying man's delirium to cover up what you're hiding. You're better than that. So I'm going to ask you again, Ramsey. What was Buddy talking about?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Let's start with the forest,” he says, taking a step over to the breakfast bar and then stopping again. “Let's start with one year ago, when basically most of the forest burned down, because things haven't really been adding up since then. You've been nervous as hell, you've gone out of your way to change the subject whenever that night is mentioned, and I can no longer ignore the fact that you clearly know more than you're letting on. Buddy came out with some really crazy stuff as he was dying, but I don't think it was all nonsense. I think in his own way, he knew something.” 
 
    “What happened to Sophia Landsome?” I ask. 
 
    “You're changing the subject again.” 
 
    “No, I'm not,” I continue. “Did Buddy cover up what really happened?” 
 
    “Sophia died in an accident at school,” he explains. “She had some scissors and -” 
 
    “She cut her own skin off!” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, and I can see from the look in his eyes that he knows there's no point lying. 
 
    “Buddy never wanted to talk about it,” he says finally, “and I understand why. I believe he was the first person on the scene. The one time he talked about it to me, he said that was the case that made him truly appreciate what the forest was capable of. What the things out there in the forest were willing to do for their own...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Amusement,” he adds finally. 
 
    “Amusement?” 
 
    “What other reason would there be for doing something so horrific to an innocent little girl?” he asks. “Buddy tried to figure it out, but eventually he came to the conclusion that one afternoon something in the forest was bored and it reached out into Sophia's mind. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the whole thing. It was just boredom that made something do all of that.” 
 
    “There are things out there,” I reply. “Things that shouldn't be real.” 
 
    “In the forest?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “What have you seen?” he asks. 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but for a moment I can't help thinking back to the sight of Sebastian standing in his cabin, or the sight of that ghostly woman wandering between the trees. Or Esther being hauled up into the air – dead but somehow still moving – as the flames roared all around us. There are things I saw last year that I've very carefully avoided thinking about, but now those images are flooding back into my mind. I guess I should have known that I couldn't keep them out forever. 
 
    “What have you seen, Ramsey?” Dad asks again. “This isn't the time to hold back.” 
 
    “What have you seen?” 
 
    “Don't get cute with me,” he says firmly. “Tell me what you've seen.” 
 
    “I don't -” 
 
    “I'm your father!” he shouts. “You're still a kid, Ramsey, and you're going to tell me what you're hiding! I'm not fooling around anymore! You're going to tell me right now!” 
 
    I take a deep breath, trying to hold back tears. 
 
    “Buddy was out of his mind,” he continues, stepping toward me, “but do you know what? Even in the darkest days of his dementia, he always seemed to be clearer whenever he talked about the forest. It was as if that madness was the only reliable part that was left in his mind, the only thing he could cling to. And right at the end, he seemed convinced that you've done something. And that somehow it's connected to me. He said I'm dead, and that you're made a terrible mistake.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “So now it's time to come clean and tell me what.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Why am I still here?” he asks. 
 
    “Dad...” 
 
    “Do you not think I've been asking myself that?” he continues. “Every day, I expect to fall sick again. Every day, I wonder whether I should answer the phone when Doctor Alexander calls. Every day, I realize I'm too scared to try to find out the truth. But if you have anything to do with this – I can't imagine how you could – but if you do, then now is the time to tell me.” 
 
    I want to. 
 
    I want to tell him everything. 
 
    At the same time, I'm terrified that he'll tell me I made the wrong choice. Deep down, I know that's true, but I don't need to hear him say those words. I can deal with all of this, with the doubts and the fear, so long as I keep it all inside. Dad can never know. And even worse than that is the fear that he might tell me to undo the choice, especially now that Buddy seemed to imply that undoing it might be possible. 
 
    “You look so scared,” he says after a moment. “Ramsey, please, I'm not mad at you, I'm just trying to understand why -” 
 
    “There's nothing to tell you,” I reply, cutting him off. “Zero. Zilch.” 
 
    “Buddy -” 
 
    “Buddy was crazy,” I continue, even though I hate using that lie as an excuse. “You can't pay attention to whatever he was saying. He was just a mad old man.” 
 
    “Don't.” 
 
    “Don't what?” 
 
    “Don't try to lie your way out of this by using Buddy's dementia.” 
 
    “It's true.” 
 
    “No, Ramsey. It's not.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but I can already tell that he's not going to let me off the hook. I can't tell him the truth, which means that I've only got one option. I have to end this conversation and buy myself some thinking time. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say, heading around the table and over to the door, “I need some air.” 
 
    “You were raised better than this.” 
 
    “How do you know how I was raised?” I yell, turning back to him. I'm not angry, honestly I'm not, but I need something – anything – that'll give me cover to get out of this room. Even if that means turning into a complete bitch for a few minutes. “You weren't there! You were never there!” 
 
    I see the pain in his eyes as I say those words, but I just have to cause an argument so I can leave. 
 
    “You're right,” he says, “I wasn't. Not much, anyway. But your mother raised you, and she and I might have had our differences but I know that she's a good person. She raised you to tell the truth, and to always do the right thing, and I know that my daughter would never act like this. So I can only assume that you're scared of something, Ramsey, and that you think I won't understand.” 
 
    He pauses for a moment. 
 
    “Try me,” he adds finally. “I'm listening.” 
 
    “You don't get it,” I reply, with tears in my eyes. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “You were never around while I was growing up,” I remind him, hoping to hurt him so that he'll stop asking me about Buddy's dying words. If I have to act like some narcissistic teenaged drama queen in the process so I can change the subject, then so be it. “Don't lecture me on how I was raised, because you don't have a clue. You don't even know me!” 
 
    “Don't say that,” he replies. “Ramsey, I tried but -” 
 
    “I know you tried!” I shout. “That's what makes it so pathetic! That was your absolute best attempt at being a father, and look how it all turned out!” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “The past year, since I came back, you've been trying so hard and you still don't know me!” 
 
    “Ramsey, please...” 
 
    “So don't lecture me,” I add. “You have no right. I make my own decisions, and I don't have to explain myself to anyone. Especially not to my deadbeat father.” 
 
    With that, I turn and storm out of the room, and then out of the house. I have tears in my eyes and I desperately want to go back so that I can tell him I didn't mean any of what I just said, but then he'd just ask me again about Buddy's words and I need time to think. As I reach the sidewalk I hear Dad calling after me, but I hurry along the dark street and into the shadows as I start wiping tears from my cheeks. 
 
    Dad probably hates me right now. He probably thinks I'm some snotty, ungrateful little brat, but if that's the price I have to pay then so be it. At least he's alive. 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Eight 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Ramsey!” I yell, standing outside the front door. “Ramsey, come back!” 
 
    I wait, but there's no sign of her. 
 
    She really has stormed off, which means her sudden angry eruption must have been genuine. I thought I'd really gotten to know her over the past year, ever since she came back into my life, and never in a million years did I think that she'd say those things. I've got to admit that I'm shaking a little as I step back into the house and shut the door, but I quickly realize that something else must be going on here. 
 
    Ramsey's hiding something. 
 
    That little display was her way of changing the subject. I might not know my daughter quite as well as I'd like, but I think I know her well enough to realize when she's deflecting. She's smart and she knows exactly how to push another person's buttons. 
 
    Still, some of those things she said were hurtful. 
 
    And true. 
 
    She has a key, so at least she can let herself back into the house when she's ready to talk. And she will come back, I know that, because she's got a good head on her shoulders. Heading back through the house, I stop at the bedroom door and gently ease it open, and then I pause for a moment as I listen to the sound of Harry breathing slowly. I never expected that sedative to work, but I think I might have actually managed to knock her out. 
 
    Good. 
 
    She needs to sleep. 
 
    I bump the door shut before heading through to the bathroom. I'm exhausted, but there's no way I can sleep, not after a night like tonight. My head is spinning and I can't even begin to work out what I'm going to do in the morning. On top of that, Buddy was a friend of mine for many years. He was impossible sometimes, and irritating, and I didn't agree with all his methods, but we were friends and now I'm never going to see him again. I'll never be able to stop by and sit on the porch with him, and get his slightly crazy advice. 
 
    Stopping at the sink, I take my ring off and set it in the disk, then I take my shirt off before finally staring at myself in the mirror. 
 
    I look old. 
 
    Like, older than I should. 
 
    In fact – wow – I look so old, I can't quite believe my eyes. 
 
    For one thing, there are bags under my eyes. For another, I can no longer deny that I've got gray hairs on my temples. On top of that, for some reason my eyebrows are suddenly sprouting out a few ridiculously long specimens. Am I finally going to have to be one of those men who trims his eyebrows? Once I start down that road, it won't be long before I have to start asking Ramsey for a nose-hair trimmer one Christmas. After that, it's a slow slide into old age and then suddenly I'll be retired and sitting on a porch of my own. Then I guess I'll end up like Buddy. 
 
    So long as Ramsey's okay, though, I don't mind. 
 
    Feeling a scratch at the back of my mouth, I cough slightly to clear my throat before switching the faucets on and running some cold water onto my hands. I clear my throat again, before starting to wash my face. 
 
    Ramsey will come around. 
 
    She'll tell me eventually what's bothering her. 
 
    I know that. She's a smart kid. 
 
    I clear my throat yet again, before leaning down and getting some more water on my face. As I do so, however, I feel my fingers scratching slightly against my cheeks. The sensation is a little uncomfortable, but I guess I've been letting my hands get dry lately. Maybe I should start using that moisturizing cream that Harry bought me at Christmas, although that would be another admission that I'm starting to get older. I should probably stop fighting the natural aging process so much, although after a moment I realize that my fingers are starting to feel really odd as I continue to wash my face. I plug the sink so I can draw some warmer water, but now my hands feel stiff and awkward. 
 
    I wipe water from my eyes, and then I look down at my hands. 
 
    Gasping, I step back as I see that my hands are gray and withered, with patches of thin skin clinging to the bones. I look at my reflection in the mirror, and I'm horrified to see that the same thing has happened to my face. 
 
    Most of my hair is gone, with just some wisps clinging to what's left of the skin on my skull. My eyeballs are almost completely exposed, since there's barely any skin on my face, and the flesh has all rotted away on my chest to reveal pale ribs with dark shapes just about visible in the gaps. And then, as I take a step back, I look down at my belly and see that hundreds of bugs and beetles are crawling through what's left of my stomach. 
 
    My groin has rotted away too, and I watch in horror as some kind of millipede crawls through a hole that runs along the side of my bloated, discolored penis. 
 
    I try to cry out, but all I hear is a faint gasp as several more insects are blasted up into the back of my mouth. 
 
    Stumbling back, I bump against the bathroom wall. I turn to run to the door, but my left leg gives way and I fall, slamming down hard first against the radiator and then onto the floor. I roll onto my back, and now I can't get any air into my lungs at all. I reach up, and I see that my hand is still rotten and mostly skinless. For a moment my bony fingers are silhouetted against the light on the ceiling, and then I open my mouth and try again to call for help. All I manage, however, is a rasping hiss. 
 
    Next to my feet, water is splattering down from the overfilling sink. 
 
    “Harry!” I try to shout, before rolling onto my side. 
 
    As I do so, thick cold liquid starts dribbling from my mouth and I'm struck by a foul, rotten stench. 
 
    “Harry!” I gasp, reaching for the door but not quite managing to move my arm properly. “Ramsey!” 
 
    At that moment, I feel an excruciating pain behind my left eye, and my visions starts to blur as something burrows through the eyeball. I try to scream as scores of tiny sharp feet scurry furiously through my pupil, but finally the vision from that eye fails entirely. All that's left is my right eye, and I can see the antennae of some bug twitching furiously as the bug continues to crawl out onto my face. 
 
    “Ramsey!” I try to yell. “Help me!” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirty-Nine 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “I'm an asshole,” I say as I stand at the window, looking out at the dark, empty street. “I'm an awful human being.” 
 
    “I'm sure nobody thinks that,” Ethan says, setting a beer can on the sill next to me. “Your father'll come around. It sounds like you just had a crazy few hours and you both need some time and space to decompress. I'm glad you looked me up.” 
 
    “I don't drink,” I mutter, glancing down at the can and then over at Ethan as he sits on the couch. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Is there a story behind that?” 
 
    “Not one I want to share.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. Years ago, I -” 
 
    “No,” I say suddenly. 
 
    “No what?” 
 
    “No, I don't want to share stories about our screw-ups,” I tell him. “Just... please, don't try to go there. Let's focus on the here and now. On Deal. On Sebastian. On this whole mess.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” he replies, taking a sip from his own can. “I think I'm just about starting to get my head around it all. You made a deal with this dude in the forest.” 
 
    “The Devil.” 
 
    “Alright, with the Devil.” He pauses. “But he's not really the Devil, is he?” 
 
    I try to think of an answer, but finally I simply shrug. 
 
    “You agreed not to try to free some woman from a pile of sticks,” he continues, “and in return he agreed to stop your father dying. Like, some kind of Faustian deal but instead of trying to save your own skin, you were focused on your father.” 
 
    I guess that's as good a way to describe the events of last year as any. 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    “And you weren't supposed to be able to see the woman in the pile of sticks, but for some reason you could.” 
 
    “It doesn't make much sense to me, either,” I tell him. “This whole thing sounds mad. You have no idea how often I've wished that I could just find out that I've lost my mind. This might sound ridiculous, but being insane would actually be a relief at this point.” I wait for him to reply, but he's simply watching me with a furrowed brow. “Do you think I'm nuts?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he replies, “but no, I don't.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say with a sigh. “I think.” 
 
    “There are things in that forest,” he continues. “I know that for a fact. I mean, anyone can see the evidence. I know a lot of people round here are in denial, but deep down they must realize that there's something they're ignoring. I'm not just talking about this Sebastian guy, I'm talking about the things that he gathered around him. Things that move in the dark. I mean, the town's literally named Deal. Doesn't that kind of suggest that there was some kind of deal that was made at some point in the past?” 
 
    “I think maybe you're getting ahead of yourself,” I tell him. 
 
    “I've been doing some research,” he says, reaching over and taking a pad of paper from one of the other chairs. “I've been looking into the Sophia Landsome case, trying to figure out how it's linked to all of this. Good old Sheriff Buddy was very careful to avoid letting too much information leak out.” 
 
    “No surprise there,” I point out. 
 
    “But I've turned that into an advantage.” 
 
    I furrow my brow. “How?” 
 
    “By looking at the things he was most careful to hide.” 
 
    He takes another set of papers and starts looking through them. 
 
    “When you read into the details of what happened to Sophia,” he continues, “it's hideous. Beyond hideous, really. I mean, my first reaction was that it's not possible. I mean, it shouldn't be physically possible for a little girl to peel off her skin and put it on inside-out. That's like something from a fever dream, or a bad movie.” 
 
    “So maybe accounts of the incident have been... exaggerated,” I suggest. “It wouldn't be the first time gossip got out of control.” 
 
    “That was my assumption too, but no. All my research suggests that Sophia really did do what they said.” 
 
    “How?” I ask. 
 
    “Something must have blocked the pain,” he explains, “and also kept her from simply bleeding out. Something must have taken hold of her body in some way.” 
 
    “You think Sebastian did that?” 
 
    “It's also sick,” he points out. “Melodramatic. Theatrical. It's like something was showing off in some disgusting way.” 
 
    “I think that's how Sebastian does things,” I tell him. “When I met him, he seemed to enjoy putting on a display.” For a moment, I think back to the way Sebastian used Esther's dead body as a doll, and I feel sickened sensation in the pit of my stomach. “I think he'd relish going over the top and doing something totally absurd. He'd get some kind of weird kick out of the whole thing.” 
 
    “I've done other research,” he says, taking a thick folder from one of the other chairs and opening it to reveal some photocopies of official documents. “I have a few sources who've been willing to pass information to me. It's kind of not really totally legal, but I feel like it's morally right seeing as how there's been this huge cover-up.” 
 
    He turns to another set of images, this time showing what looks like a crashed car. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask, heading over to the couch and sitting next to him. 
 
    “A car that crashed near the forest a few years ago,” he explains. “Like a lot of stuff in here, it might just be something completely normal, but that's why this is so hard. You have to sift through everything that's happened, and you have to try to figure out where you can spot signs of whatever's happening out there in the forest. And there are signs, if you know where to look and if you kind of... develop these antennae for it all.” He pauses for a moment. “Do I sound totally crazy?” 
 
    “The forest's gone,” I point out. “Most of it, anyway. The fire destroyed almost everything.” 
 
    He glances at me, and I see a flicker of something in his expression. Fear, maybe, or at least concern. 
 
    “You noticed that, huh?” he says after a moment. 
 
    “Obviously,” I reply. “It's a totally changed landscape out there. Mile after mile of forest land got burned. A lot of it out there is just charred trees. Stumps. Acres of ash. It's almost like walking on the moon. A whole habitat -” 
 
    “That's the word,” Ethan says keenly, interrupting me. “Their habitat has been destroyed.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about now?” I ask. 
 
    “The things that used to live in the forest.” 
 
    “Sebastian caused the fire,” I tell him. “He made it just spring up out of nowhere. There wasn't even much of a reason, either, except that he was trying to force me to accept his deal.” I pause for a moment. “Sometimes,” I add finally, looking down at one of the folders and starting to flick through, “I even start thinking that the whole thing was my fault.” 
 
    “It was,” Ethan whispers. 
 
    I turn to him, shocked. “You really think so?” 
 
    I wait, but for a few seconds he simply stares at me. 
 
    “No,” he says finally. “I mean, I can understand how you think so, but Sebastian's the one who...” 
 
    His voice trails off, and he seems genuinely lost for a moment in his own thoughts. 
 
    “Sebastian's the one who caused it,” he continues eventually, forcing a smile that doesn't quite seem genuine. “Not you. Not anyone else. Just Sebastian.” 
 
    “Right,” I reply, looking down at the folder as I flick through some more. There's so much jumbled stuff in here, with print-outs of websites jostling next to crime-scene photos and handwritten notes. It's clear that Ethan has a lot of information, but it's all laid out in such a chaotic manner and I can't understand how he keeps track of any of the information he's uncovered. 
 
    Still, his work is pretty impressive, although I'm starting to realize that – as I flick from page to page – Ethan's watching me intently. 
 
    And then, just as I'm about to try to break the mood a little, I turn to the next page and freeze as I see a photo of Leanne's decapitated head on a metal bench. 
 
   


 
  

 Forty 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Does it hurt? Do you feel death uncurling through your body? Do you have any idea how close you are to the abyss of nothingness?” 
 
    The voice wakes me, although I can't quite manage to open my eyes. I can feel the bathroom floor tiles against my hands, so I know I'm still at home, and I can smell that new lemon bleach that Harry has been using to clean the toilet. So I know exactly where I am, but I'm far too weak to get up, to look around, to even force my eyes open. I can barely even think. 
 
    “The cancer is still inside you,” the voice continues, purring softly through my mind. “I didn't take it away. I merely pushed it down and cut it off. Even now, it tries to find new ways to snake through your body. I force it back, of course, and I will continue to do that for as long as the deal holds. But I wanted you to feel what it's like to be this close to death. I wanted you to understand what I'm saving you from.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I whisper, barely managing to move my lips. “I'm dreaming. I have to be dreaming.” 
 
    “You think so? Really? Have you ever had a dream that feels so painful? Have you ever had a dream where your entire body is under attack?” 
 
    Somehow I find the strength to open my eyes, and I see the toilet brush on the floor just a few feet away. 
 
    “Ramsey,” I whisper. “Harry. Help me.” 
 
    “Do you think they will?” the voice asks. “You might have to speak up a little first. You're barely managing to choke right now.” 
 
    Forcing myself to roll over, I reach up and grab the side of the sink. I hesitate for a moment, trying to find some strength, but finally I realize that I have to find a way to stand up. I can barely feel my legs, but slowly I manage to drag myself inch-by-inch up toward the sink until finally I'm able to hang from the side with my knees on the floor. If I let go, I'll instantly fall back down, but right now I think I can actually stay like this for a minute or two while I try to gather a little more strength. 
 
    “Very good,” the voice says softly. “Now look at yourself. See what you've become.” 
 
    I raise my head until I can see my face in the mirror. I'm instantly shocked to see how gaunt and thin I am. It's as if, in the space of just a few minutes, I've managed to change completely, to the point that I look as if I'm dead. Moments ago, I seemed to be completely rotten, but now I just look frail and ill. Even my hair has mostly fallen out, and there are dark rings under my eyes. I can hear a beeping sound in the distance, ringing out across the bathroom, but for a moment I can only stare in horror at my reflection. 
 
    And then I feel something in my throat. 
 
    Something large, forcing its way up. 
 
    “Well that can't be good,” the voice says calmly, as the lump gets larger and larger. “You won't be able to breathe if that keeps up. Fortunately, I think this is one flower that's ready to blossom.” 
 
    I try to cry out, but the lump is already forcing my mouth open and I can see something dark glistening against my tongue. After just a few seconds, thick black tendrils start reaching out and running in all directions across my face, quickly starting to cover my eyes. It's as if the cancer is bursting out of my body and flowering from my mouth, and finally I let out a pained gasp as I fall back and slam down against the tiles. I reach to my mouth and try to grab the black mass that's still growing, but my hands are trembling and I close my eyes as the black mass begins to cover my entire face. 
 
    “Let's close this circle,” the voice continues. “It's good to make things neat and tidy, don't you think?” 
 
    I try to ask what he means, but suddenly I realize that the mass has faded away. I can hear someone breathing nearby, and finally I manage to open my eyes. 
 
    Ramsey. 
 
    She's leaning over me, staring at me with a horrified expression. 
 
    “I won't go anywhere,” she stammers. “I swear.” 
 
    “This is how I tempted her,” the voice continues. “This is the moment when she broke down and accepted my deal. You don't remember, but you were there. You were in the tunnels, but you were also there in the cabin. I plucked you out of your own mind so she could watch you wither.” 
 
    “Ramsey, run!” I try to say, but all I manage is a faint gasp. “Ramsey, please...” 
 
    “I'm going to stay right here,” she says, with tears in her eyes. “I swear, I won't go anywhere. I'm so -” 
 
    Suddenly a pulse of pain runs through my body, jerking me so hard that I instinctively tilt my head back. I need to stop this, I need to tell Ramsey that she's making a mistake, but I'm no longer in control of my body. Desperately trying to get my breath back, I twist first one way and then another, struggling desperately to find the strength I need. 
 
    “What's wrong with him?” Ramsey shouts. “Why are you torturing him? Please -” 
 
    Before she can finish, I gasp and jolt onto my side. 
 
    “Tell her, then,” the voice says, and I can hear that he's gloating over my pain. “She's right there. Be a good father, be the father you never were, and tell her not to make the deal. Or can't you do that? Maybe you're too scared of dying.” 
 
    “Ramsey, run!” I try again to shout, but all that emerges from my mouth is a series of hiccuping cries. “Ramsey, get out of here! Run and don't look back! You're making a mistake!” 
 
    “What are you doing to him?” she sobs, grabbing my shoulders as I continue to flail on the bathroom floor. “You're making him sound like a goddamn seal!” 
 
    I try again to shout at her, but suddenly a final burst of pain causes my entire body to seize and I lean back against the floor. 
 
    “Hiccups,” Sebastian says calmly, as if he's mocking me. “Not uncommon among patients in their final days. She's losing her father. Can't you feel her pain? She sees your slipping away, James Kopperud, and the prospect terrifies her. She'll do anything, absolutely anything in the world, to save you. She'll even make a deal with me, which is just as well because I need something from her. I just need to break her first. Fortunately, she's not particularly strong. She's not particularly weak, either, but she's somewhere in the middle.” 
 
    “These can't just be hiccups,” Ramsey says, pushing sweaty hair from the side of my face before reaching down and squeezing my hands. “You're going to be okay,” she continues. “I promise. They can try another treatment.” 
 
    I open my mouth and focus, trying to find the strength to tell her that this is madness. 
 
    “What is it?” she asks, leaning closer. “I'm here, Dad. I'm not -” 
 
    Suddenly the pain rushes through me again, shaking my body. Ramsey puts her arms around me, holding me tight and trying to get me to stay still, and I hear her yelling as she desperately tries to help me. This lasts for several more seconds, before the pain begins to subside once more and she lowers me back down against the floor. 
 
    “Don't do it,” I whisper, although I don't think the words are quite leaving my lips. “Ramsey, be strong.” 
 
    “Make this stop!” she replies, before turning and looking over her shoulder, toward the door on the far side of the bathroom. “I don't want to see it! It's not even real!” 
 
    “No,” the voice says, “it's not real. Just think how much harder it'll be when it is. For you, James. For Ramsey. Think how her heart will break. You won't remember this moment, but she will. And it'll haunt her every waking moment for the rest of her life. All because the pair of you are too scared of death.” 
 
    Before I can even try to reply, a flat droning sound fills my ears, as if a life-support machine is going into emergency mode. Ramsey holds me again, clinging to me, but now I don't even have the energy to whisper. All I can do is feel her tears falling onto the side of my face, until finally she begins to fade away and I'm left alone on the bathroom floor. Somehow the lump in my throat has completely faded, and I find myself staring up at the electric light on the ceiling. And then, as if from nowhere, I start feeling stronger again. 
 
    Slowly, I sit up and then get to my feet, and when I look in the mirror I see that I'm back to my old self. 
 
    Wait, what just happened? I was on the floor, and I think I heard Ramsey's voice, and then... 
 
    And then what? 
 
    Leaning closer to the mirror, I stare at my reflection. My heart is racing and, as I reach up and touch the side of my face, I feel certain that something terrible just happened. I know that I've forgotten something awful, but the memory has already faded and I can't quite work out what's been happening to me for the past few minutes. I came into the bathroom and began to wash my face and then... 
 
    No, it's gone. 
 
    Something happened, like a kind of waking dream, but I don't remember any of the details. 
 
    I watch myself for a moment longer, before looking down into the sink and seeing the water I drew earlier. Figuring that I just had a brief black-out, I start washing my face again, while trying to get rid of the feeling that there's something I should remember. 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-One 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry!” Ethan calls after me, as I rush sobbing from the back door. “Ramsey, wait! I'm sorry, I should never have let you see that!” 
 
    Stopping at the end of the little yard, I put my hands over my face as tears stream from my eyes. Even now, I can't get that awful image out of my mind, and the worst part is that there were others in that folder too. As I dropped all the papers, I saw – for a fraction of a second – more of Leanne's autopsy photos sliding out. There were her severed arms laid out on another metal table, and her torso, and I think I even saw her guts in another bucket. 
 
    I'm never going to be able to un-see those images. 
 
    And then, out of nowhere, I get a flash of a memory from last year, from when Leanne and I were sitting at the bus terminal and she was eating a sandwich. 
 
    “It's gonna be so cool if you hang around for the whole summer, Ramsey,” she told me with a smile. 
 
    Look how that worked out. 
 
    If I hadn't come back to Deal, she'd still be alive. 
 
    “Ramsey?” 
 
    Startled at the touch of a hand on my shoulder, I spin around and step back, only to find that Ethan is standing right behind me. 
 
    “Sorry,” he continues, “I didn't mean to...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “You must think I'm a total jerk,” he says. “To me, those pictures were just part of the information I was gathering. I never knew your friend Leanne. I should have remembered they were in there, though. I should have been more sensitive.” 
 
    I wipe more tears away. I want to tell him not to worry, but my bottom lip is trembling and I don't think I could manage more than a couple of words. I hate the way I cry so easily. 
 
    “I can't imagine what it's been like for you,” he continues. “I don't know exactly what you went through last year, but I know it must have been hell. You were right in the middle of it, weren't you? Sebastian. Esther. Your father. The Cane brothers. Leanne. Honestly, Ramsey, I look at you right now and I don't quite understand how you're not a wreck in some padded cell in a hospital somewhere. If I'd been through even one tenth of what you went through last year, I think I'd have crumbled.” 
 
    “My father,” I blurt out, before taking a deep breath as I try to stop blubbering like a goddamn idiot. “I have to be here for my father.” 
 
    “But after it was all over, didn't you -” 
 
    “It's not over!” I snap, and that's when I realize the truth. “It's not over,” I say again. “I made that deal with Sebastian, but every moment of every day I'm watching for some sign that he's going to renege. That maybe he'll think he doesn't need to keep his side of the bargain anymore. That my father will suddenly start getting sick again.” 
 
    “You really saved his life, huh?” 
 
    “Why would Sebastian need me to strike a deal at all?” I ask, wiping yet more tears away. “That's what I keep wondering. I mean, look at me. I'm just a girl from a town. I'm not important. I don't have anything on Sebastian. I'm just me. And he's powerful, right? At the very least, Sebastian can do stuff that's insane, he has these powers. So why the hell would he bother to strike this deal with me? I know we've talked about it before, but I just keep coming back to the same question because it doesn't actually make sense.” 
 
    I pause, waiting for Ethan to reply, but he's simply staring at me. 
 
    “Why me?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, “I've been wondering the same thing. There's got to be something special about you.” 
 
    “There isn't,” I reply, close to tears again. “Honestly, I swear.” 
 
    “You might not be aware of it, Ramsey. It might be hidden.” He hesitates. “Maybe if you could find Sebastian again, you could ask -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don't ever want to see him again.” 
 
    “A moment ago -” 
 
    “I don't care! I don't want to see him! I want him to forget that I even exist!” 
 
    “But if you did,” he replies, “where would you start looking for him?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “He's obviously not in the forest,” he continues. “The forest barely exists anymore. We know he's been into town a few times over the decades, so do you think it's possible that he's here now?” 
 
    “I don't know. I don't think so.” 
 
    “The last time you saw him, or spoke to him, what did he say?” 
 
    “He said he was taking the witch somewhere,” I explain. “I got the impression he was taking her far away, and that everything would be okay so long as I never, ever went looking for her.” 
 
    “Far away?” he replies. “Like... away from Deal?” 
 
    “I assume so,” I continue. “That'd make sense, wouldn't it? He was worried that I was going to somehow free that woman from the sticks. I mean, he was really worried. So the way I see it, he made the deal because he thought I was determined to set her free.” 
 
    “And were you?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    For a moment, I think back to the horrific sight of the woman in the chamber last year. There were thick wooden poles running through her body in several places, impaling her on a kind of chair. There wasn't much blood, or at least not as much as you'd expect from something so awful, but I remember thinking that I had to do something to help her. I wasn't going to start just pulling the sticks out, but she was alive and she needed someone to rescue her. 
 
    “I'm not going to do anything now,” I say finally. “It's the deal I made.” 
 
    “What if you stumbled onto her again?” 
 
    “I'm not going to.” 
 
    “But what if you did?” he continues, eyeing me with a hint of concern. “Would you really just leave her to suffer?” 
 
    “I know you must think I'm an awful person,” I tell him, as I realize the tears have gone, “but whatever's going on between Sebastian and that witch woman, it's nothing to do with me. It's not my fight. I don't even understand what their situation is, and I don't need to. I don't want to. They were doing their thing before I was born, and they'll be doing it after I'm dead, and I just want to keep out of it.” 
 
    “So your father survives?” 
 
    “That's the deal I made.” 
 
    I wait for him to say something, but he's simply watching me. 
 
    “I don't need you to understand,” I say after a moment, turning to leave. “I don't need anyone to understand, I just -” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    He touches my shoulder again, but I quickly pull away and head toward the gate that leads out into the dark alley behind his house. 
 
    “I shouldn't have talked to you,” I mutter, opening the gate and stepping into the alley. “This is my arrangement and I'm just going to have to find a way to live with it. Enjoy your papers and your investigation. Enjoy looking into the Sophia Landsome case. I'm out.” 
 
    “There's one thing I want to show you first,” he replies. 
 
    “Nothing matters!” I say, turning back to him. “Not to me. All that ever mattered was keeping Dad safe, and I did that. So the rest is just... nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Come with me to meet someone,” he says. “Please, Ramsey. As a favor. There's someone who saw something a year ago, someone who might make more sense to you than he makes to me.” 
 
    “Ethan,” I say, shaking my head, “I'm not -” 
 
    “Please!” he says firmly. “Ramsey, I'm begging you. Come and talk to my friend. I think, one year ago, he might have seen Sebastian taking the witch away from Deal.” 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Two 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “What are you still doing here?” I ask as I push the door open and step into the station. “You realize we don't have a budget for overtime, right?” 
 
    “I was just looking at some old files,” Coles replies, glancing at me from her chair at the desk in the corner. “I guess I'm just feeling nostalgic after Buddy...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “It's just weird,” she adds finally. “Buddy was such a big part of the life of this town, and it's hard to believe that he's really gone. I reckon it'll be the largest funeral Deal's ever seen. How's Harry holding up?” 
 
    “Not great,” I reply, stopping at one of the other desks as I realize I could have left this visit until morning. The truth is, I'm still trying to remember what happened to me in the bathroom earlier tonight, but somehow the memories just seem to be blocked. “I should go back to her soon,” I continue. “I just wanted to get out of the house for a moment and gather my thoughts. I told myself I was going to the gas station for some snacks, but somehow I ended up here. Habit, I guess.” 
 
    Looking over to the far wall, I see the old framed photo of Buddy that we've kept ever since his retirement. It's so strange to think that I'll never see his face again. I just hope that I'll eventually remember him better in his prime, rather than thinking about the way he died today. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    Rambling. 
 
    Crazy. 
 
    “Buddy was this town,” I say finally, before turning and heading back toward the door. “I think I'm going to go home. Harry might wake up at any moment, and she's going to need me.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Coles replies. “Oh, actually there was one thing I meant to ask you.” 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, I turn to her. 
 
    “Sharon Michaels phoned a while back. She was wondering where Joey is.” 
 
    “Joey?” I pause for a moment. “Isn't he at home?” 
 
    “That's why she called. She thought maybe he was working an extra shift or something, but I told her he was supposed to have finished hours ago. That's right, isn't it?” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but then I remember the last time I spoke to Deputy Michaels. We were here at the office, before Buddy appeared in the street, and I ordered Michaels to get back out to the road and check the area where Father Porter reported seeing that thing the night before. 
 
    But that was twelve hours ago. 
 
    “Bring up the tracker on Michaels' cellphone,” I say cautiously, feeling a flicker of concern starting to spread through my chest. “See if you can find out exactly where he is right now.” 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Three 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “This is crazy,” I say as I follow Ethan along the dark street, toward the eastern part of town where the old river cuts through a mostly-abandoned warehouse district. “It's late, I'm cold, and I'm not even sure it's safe around here.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he replies, as wind whistles through the metal roofs of nearby buildings. “I've been down this way before.” 
 
    “That doesn't exactly help,” I mutter, shivering as a particularly icy blast of wind rushes along the street and almost knocks me off my feet. “When you asked me to come with you, you didn't say we'd have to walk the whole way across town.” 
 
    Then again, I know deep down that I still would have come. At some point I have to go back home and face Dad again, and apologize for being such a bitch earlier. By then, I need to have come up with a convincing story so that he doesn't ask me too many more questions about what happened last year. I keep telling myself that I'll come up with something soon, but I'm running out of time and I still don't have my ducks in a row. Until I know how to shut his questions down, I guess I might as well stay out here with Ethan. 
 
    “He's usually around here,” Ethan says, stopping at the side of the road and looking around. “Sorry, Herb's a bit of a wanderer, but he never strays too far.” 
 
    “Herb?” I reply as I reach him. “Who exactly are we trying to find?” 
 
    “There!” 
 
    He sets off again, hurrying down a grassy slope that leads to the side of the river. I can see water rippling at the bottom, and to be honest this is the absolute last place I want to be right now. I look around, to make sure that gangs of roaming murderers aren't coming this way, and then I sigh as I start carefully clambering down the verge. I almost lose my footing several times, but finally I get to the narrow path at the bottom and I realize I can hear Ethan talking to someone nearby. 
 
    “Over here!” he calls out. 
 
    I make my way toward the sound of his voice, although I can barely see anything down here. Finally I bump into Ethan's shoulder, and then I step back against the railing that overlooks the river. 
 
    “This is my friend Ramsey,” Ethan continues, as I squint and try to see who he's talking to. “Herb, I need you to tell her exactly what you told me. Tell her what you saw last year, on the night of the fire. Tell her about the night Sebastian took the witch away with him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Everyone was running around trying to deal with the fire,” the old man's voice explains, barely rising above the sound of the night's gale. “Even down here, there was an orange glow. I thought for a while that the whole town was going to burn.” 
 
    I still can't see this Herb guy. He must be a little further on beyond Ethan, and I can barely even see Ethan. There are no street-lamps down here, and there's no moonlight tonight either. 
 
    “I decided to do what I always do,” Herb continues. “I decided to stay right where I was, which happened to be almost exactly here I am now. Funny that, huh?” 
 
    “Tell Ramsey about the boat,” Ethan says. 
 
    “The boat? What boat?” 
 
    “You told me you saw a boat.” 
 
    “Oh, that's right.” He chuckles. “Sometimes I find it hard, keeping it all in my mind.” I hear a ruffling sound, as if he's shifting his position a little. “It was coming down from the north bend. It was silent, completely silent. That's the first thing I really noticed, was how it was moving along the river without any kind of engine going. I still don't know how it was managing that, but I suppose something kept it going. It wasn't a big boat, either. In fact, it might not even have been a proper boat at all. It might have been more like a raft.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a fire boat,” I suggest. “I think they used to have those. Maybe they put some back into service for the night.” 
 
    “Would a fire boat have those monsters on it?” Herb asks. 
 
    “What monsters?” 
 
    “There were a load of them,” he continues. “Dark things, like shadows within shadows. Funny thing is, they were wearing proper clothes. Top hats and jackets, and some of them were carrying canes. I only saw their silhouettes. In fact, I think maybe there was nothing to them except their silhouettes, but there were a dozen or more of these figures on the back of the boat. Or raft, whatever.” 
 
    “That doesn't -” 
 
    “And then there was the stick thing in the middle,” he adds, interrupting me. “At first I thought it was a bonfire, but then I saw someone was sitting on it, like it was some kind of fancy seat. I still don't know what to make of that, except that the person wasn't moving. Like I said, it was pretty dark, but there was a faint glow in the distance. And while those silhouette creatures were laughing and giggling at the back of the boat, I saw the faintest part of the stick thing's edge, caught in an orange glow. I reckon I must have imagined some of it, because it looked like a woman wearing a blindfold, and with bits of things all poking out all over her body.” 
 
    “Sound familiar?” Ethan asks, turning to me. 
 
    “It sounds crazy,” I point out. 
 
    “Melodramatic?” he continues. “Theatrical? Do you know anyone who might be into that sort of thing?” 
 
    “There was a man at the front of the boat,” Herb says. “Standing all separate, looking ahead. You could tell, just from how he was standing, that he was in charge. While the silhouette fellas were all excited and nervous, the man at the front was completely still. I don't know how, but I could just tell he was the boss. And I watched as that boat just sailed right on past here, heading along the river all silent-like. I thought it was going to disappear into the night without any more commotion, but then...” 
 
    His voice falls silent. 
 
    “But then what?” I ask. 
 
    “Tell her,” Ethan says, and now he sounds tense, as if he's gritting his teeth. “Tell her exactly what happened next.” 
 
    “The fella at the front of the boat turned around,” Herb continues, with a hint of wonder in his voice, “and all the silhouettes at the back fell off into the water. Now, you have to remember that there were sirens all around. Mayor Halperin had ordered trucks and police cars to keep the town safe from the fire, so there was a lot of noise in the distance and it was loud as hell. Still, over that, I heard those silhouette things screaming in the water as they splashed about.” 
 
    “They were drowning,” Ethan says darkly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. “Are you saying Sebastian pushed them off the boat?” 
 
    “The boat didn't slow,” Herb says. “The boat carried on just as before, except now it was just the man and the stick woman thing. And they sailed off into the night, leaving the silhouettes screaming. Slowly, one by one, some of those things sank and never came back up. I guess they couldn't swim. Now, I know I said they were only silhouettes, but I felt bad for them. I can't swim myself, and there sure wasn't anyone else around to help them. All I could do was watch as they drowned, although a few of them managed to swim to shore. Out of twelve or so, maybe two or three made it to the side of the river and hauled themselves out of the water. That's not a lot that survived, is it?” 
 
    “And Sebastian disappeared?” I ask. “He took the witch and left with her? That's not possible. When I went out into the burned forest with my father, after the fires were out, I heard his voice.” 
 
    “Given everything else he's capable of,” Ethan replies, “I don't think it's too hard to believe that he somehow projected himself back here for a few minutes.” 
 
    “The river joins up with several others,” I point out. “Even if Sebastian was traveling by boat, there are so many places he could have gone. He could be hundreds of miles away. In fact, I'm sure he is. He wouldn't go to all that trouble, just to move a little way down the line.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ethan says. “He probably never intends to come back to Deal ever again.” 
 
    “They climbed out of the water,” Herb continues, “right in front of me. They were snarling and growling, like beasts. They'd lost their top hats and tails in the water.” 
 
    “We don't need to hear about that,” Ethan tells him. “Thanks, Herb. You've given us enough information.” 
 
    “I want to hear,” I say, stepping past him but still not managing to see this Herb guy in the darkness. “What happened next, after the silhouette people came ashore?” 
 
    “He doesn't remember,” Ethan says. 
 
    “I don't remember,” Herb agrees. 
 
    “And what were they?” I ask. “If they were with Sebastian, they must have been working for him somehow. But then why would he throw them into the water? It almost sounds like he was done with them and he just discarded them like they were trash.” 
 
    “That's exactly what he did,” Ethan replies, sounding angrier than before. “That's what he does with everyone.” 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Four 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “It's somewhere up ahead,” Coles says, looking at her phone as we drive along the dark, deserted road that leads out of town. “About another half a mile.” 
 
    “I was so busy trying to get into Buddy's safe,” I reply. “I completely forgot I'd sent Michaels out here but he should have been back at the station hours ago. He was only supposed to check the area for any sign of footprints.” 
 
    “And this was all because Father Porter reported seeing something?” she asks, sounding a little hesitant. “I mean, I glanced at the file earlier and I saw something about him claiming to have seen a demon. To be honest, I was kind of surprised. I didn't know Father Porter was a heavy drinker.” 
 
    “He's not,” I reply, keeping my eyes on the road ahead as the car's lights pick out the road. “The man's a lot of things, but he's always stone-cold sober.” 
 
    “Then what -” 
 
    “I don't know,” I continue, interrupting her. “That's why I sent Michaels out here. He hadn't taken the first search seriously, and I wanted him to take another look. It should have taken him a couple of hours at most and -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot something up ahead, and I immediately realize that we've found Michael's police cruiser parked at the side of the road. There's no way he should still be out here after all this time and, as I bring our car to a halt, I can't help feeling that something must have happened. Michaels might not be the most conscientious deputy of all time, but he can usually be trusted to get on with a job if I poke him hard enough. 
 
    As I switch the engine off, I can already see that Michaels isn't in his car. 
 
    “Where exactly is his phone?” I ask Coles, as I step out onto the road and start making my way toward Michael's vehicle. Reaching into my pocket, I take out my flashlight and switch it on so that I can see better. “How accurately can you narrow the signal down?” 
 
    “Usually only to within about a hundred feet,” Coles says, coming around to the other side of the car, “although in this case, I actually think I can narrow it down to within an inch or two.” 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “How's that?” I ask, before seeing that she's looking down at the ground. 
 
    Following her gaze, I see a phone resting on the tarmac. I step over to take a closer look, and I immediately see that the screen is cracked badly, as if it took a serious impact. Crouching down, I peer at the phone and see that in fact one entire side has been crushed and twisted. I've seen phones that have been hit by bullets before, but this looks different, and after a moment I take a cloth from my pocket and carefully pick the phone up. 
 
    “There are several small indents on one edge,” I point out, as Coles leans down to see. “They're almost like...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    “They look a little bit like tooth marks,” Coles points out. “They can't be, though. Can they?” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I hand the phone to her. 
 
    “Put that in an evidence bag,” I say, before heading around to the side of Michael's patrol car and aiming my flashlight at the twisted metal frame at the front of the driver's door. Just like the phone, the car seems to have been subjected to a massive impact, but again the damage isn't quite like anything I've seen before. Part of the car door have been shredded, and as I step closer I feel shards of carbon fiber and metal under my boots. 
 
    Reaching out, I touch the shredded frame and feel something slightly wet coating the metal. My first fear is that I've found blood, but when I look at my hands I see that the wetness is sticky but clear. If I didn't know that it was impossible, I'd be wondering whether this could be saliva. 
 
    “What happened here?” Coles asks, coming over to join me. “Is there any sign of him?” 
 
    “Not so far,” I reply, as I lean through the broken window and see that the driver's safety belt has been ripped away from the car's interior. 
 
    There are some dark patches on the seat. I aim the flashlight down, but it's impossible to see the patches properly. Still, deep down I'm already worried that the cold light of morning is going to reveal their true nature. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    “Should I call back-up?” Coles asks. 
 
    “I think that'd be a very good idea,” I reply. 
 
    “Who should I call?” she asks as I start making my way around the car. “There'll be no-one in the office at this time of night. I think Jan's got her grand-kids this week and Pearl's in Vegas. I could try Chuck, but he doesn't like being woken up for -” 
 
    “Get whoever you can,” I say, aiming my flashlight out across the charred forest that runs along the side of the road, but seeing only charred tree-stumps all the way to the horizon. “Get them all. Tell -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I realize I can see a figure slumped against one of the stumps. 
 
    “Call an ambulance!” I shout, hurrying out between the stumps and racing over to the figure. Dropping to my knees, I aim the flashlight at the figure's face, and I immediately let out a shocked gasp as I see that Michaels' face – like the metal of the car's door – has been shredded. 
 
    Thick gouges have been run down from his forehead to his mouth, slicing through his eyes and cheeks. There's blood everywhere, and Michaels himself is shivering and whispering to himself as if he doesn't even know that I'm here. Sure enough, when I reach out and put a hand on his shoulder, he gasps and turns to me. His eyes are gone, as if they've been chewed out of the sockets. There's flesh missing too, and I can see scraped marks criss-crossing the underlying bone. 
 
    “It's me!” I say firmly, trying to hide the shock in my voice. “Joey, it's me. It's James.” 
 
    His lips trembles, but he can't quite get any words out. And then, suddenly, he leans forward and puts his arms around me, holding me tight. 
 
    “I've got you,” I tell him. “Don't move too much, okay? We're going to get help. Coles is calling for help right now.” 
 
    He tries again to speak, but all he manages is a few stuttered words that I can't quite understand. Whatever he's trying to say, it seems to be the same thing over and over, and finally one of the words becomes clear: 
 
    “Here,” he gasps. 
 
    “Joey -” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Here what?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    He adds something else, a word that I still can't quite make out. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “How's that back-up coming along?” I yell, turning to see that Coles is jabbing at her phone next to the car. 
 
    “I'm not getting any signal!” she calls back to me. “All I'm picking up is a kind of static. It says there are bars, but I don't know if I'm getting through.” 
 
    Pulling my phone from my pocket, I see that I've got coverage. With Michaels still holding onto me tight, still gasping words that I can't make out, I struggle to bring up an emergency number but finally I manage to make a call, only for the speaker to start hissing with a kind of static. 
 
    “What's wrong with this thing?” I whisper, as the static suddenly flares and gets louder. “Why does this always -” 
 
    “Here!” Michaels gasps. 
 
    “It's okay,” I tell him, even though I'm feeling increasingly worried. “Everything's under control.” 
 
    That's a lie. 
 
    “Here!” he gasps again. 
 
    “No, I -” 
 
    “Still here!” he gasps. 
 
    I freeze for a moment. I can still hear Coles trying to get through on her phone, but after a few seconds I pull back from Michaels and look down at his shredded, bloodied face. 
 
    “What did you say?” I ask. 
 
    “Still here,” he groans, clutching my shoulders. “It's still here.” 
 
    “What is?” I ask, before turning and looking around. 
 
    All I see, in every direction, is the vast former forest that's now just an expanse of burned ground with charred trees. There's not much in the way of moonlight tonight, and I can't help feeling a flicker of fear as I watch for any hint of movement out there. 
 
    “It's still here,” Michaels whispers, as I turn back to him. “The demon. The one that Father Porter saw, it's still out here.” 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Five 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Ethan says, hurrying ahead of me as I follow him into his front room, “we need to get organized. We need to focus on figuring out where Sebastian went. Ramsey, do you have anything at all that might help? Come on, think. Over the past year, have you seen or heard anything that might indicate Sebastian is still watching you?” 
 
    “No,” I reply, stopping in the doorway and watching as he takes a pile of papers from the table. Suddenly I feel as if this is a mistake, as if by investigating Sebastian at all we might inadvertently draw his attention. That's the last thing I want. “Actually, I think maybe it's time for me to go home.” 
 
    “There's no time,” he says, sounding a little breathless now, already looking through one of the folders. “Ramsey, we need to get on this fast. Every day we waste is another day that he might be getting further away.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He turns to me. “Good?” 
 
    “Yeah, good.” I shrug, trying to act calm. “I don't want Sebastian to come anywhere near Deal again. I want him to forget all about us. That's all I've wanted for the past year, and you should want the same thing. Sebastian's bad news.” 
 
    “You're not listening,” he replies, sounding exasperated, “we can't just let this go.” 
 
    “Maybe you can't,” I tell him, “but I can. And please, Ethan, don't do anything that pisses him off. If he's left Deal behind, we should be glad. We're not heroes. It's not our job to stop him.” 
 
    “You want to give up?” 
 
    “I want to try to get on with my life,” I reply. “I've spent the past year in a state of permanent panic. I can't keep on like that, so it's time to draw a line in the sand. I'm sorry if that doesn't fit with your plans, but I think you're just going to have to accept that you'll never get to the bottom of it. Whatever Sebastian is, he's gone. Leave it alone.” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “Goodbye, Ethan,” I add, turning to leave. “I'm sorry if you think I wasted your time but -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot a print-out resting on top of a pile on a nearby table. I hesitate for a moment, convinced that I have to be wrong, but then I step closer and pick the sheet up, and I realize that my worst fears are confirmed. The sheet shows a grainy, light-enhanced image that was obviously taken late one night. Leanne's gravestone is in the shot, and there's a figure standing on the picture's left side. 
 
    It's me. 
 
    It's a shot of me, taken from a distance, on one of my late-night visits to Leanne's grave. 
 
    “Ramsey,” Ethan says cautiously, coming toward me slowly, “I can explain.” 
 
    “That was you?” I whisper, feeling a growing sense of shock as I turn to him. “You were watching me the other night at the cemetery? I heard someone in the bushes but -” 
 
    “Let me explain.” He holds his hands up, as if in surrender. “I understand that you might be angry, but I need you to hear me out.” 
 
    “You were stalking me at my friend's grave?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    “That was before I'd figured out a way to talk to you, Ramsey. I wanted to understand you, to figure out where you fit into all of this.” 
 
    “How long have you been following me?” I ask. 
 
    “The important thing is -” 
 
    “How long?” I yell. 
 
    He hesitates, and I can see that he knows I won't like the answer. 
 
    “When I bumped into you at the cafe,” I add, “was that even an accident?” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    His silent, worried stare is all the answer I need. 
 
    “How long have you been sneaking around and watching me?” I continue. “And what else have you been doing? Have you been going through my trash? Have you been asking people about me? Have you been watching my house? Are you -” 
 
    “I have to know where he is!” he snaps suddenly. 
 
    “Why? Why does it matter to you?” 
 
    “Why does it not matter to you?” he asks, stepping closer. “I know you're scared, but aren't you curious? Sebastian is clearly more than just some random dude. Think about it, Ramsey. He managed to keep your father alive. He managed to burn an entire forest. He has some kind of witch woman as his prisoner. How can you not want to get to the bottom of it all?” He pauses. “Are you really willing to ignore evidence of something completely fantastical, just because you selfishly only care about this deal you struck?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply. “When that deal is about my father's life, then absolutely. Goodbye, Ethan. Don't stalk me again. My father's the local sheriff, remember?” 
 
    With that, I turn to leave. 
 
    “Maybe I should go and talk to your father myself,” he calls after me. “Would you like that, Ramsey?” 
 
    I glance back at him. 
 
    “Don't you dare,” I say firmly. “I swear...” 
 
    “Relax,” he replies. “What would I gain from talking to your father? I thought you might be interested in doing the right thing, but I guess I misjudged you. You only care about yourself.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” I say again, before heading out through the open doorway. “I can't and I won't help you find Sebastian.” 
 
    He doesn't call after me, which is a relief. As I hurry down the stairs, I feel a rush of relief as I realize that at least he seems to have accepted my decision. My heart is racing, but I know I've done the right thing. Sure, Ethan might go off and keep searching for Sebastian, he might even find him, but at least I won't be implicated and at least Sebastian won't think I've broken any of the terms of the deal. I might not get to think of myself as a hero, but I get to keep my father alive and that's all that matters to me right now. 
 
    Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I head out into the dark yard. 
 
    Heroes don't exist in this world. 
 
    I unfasten the gate. 
 
    Heroes are just a delusion. Something to make people feel better. 
 
    I step out into the alley. 
 
    Heroes are - 
 
    “Ramsey.” 
 
    Startled, I begin to turn, but suddenly I'm pulled back into the dark yard and a wet cloth is slammed against my face. I immediately start to struggle, even as an arm reaches around my chest and holds me tight. 
 
    “I thought you were going to cooperate,” Ethan whispers into my ear from behind. “I thought you had to have some information about Sebastian's whereabouts.” 
 
    I try to scream, but the cloth is pushing too firmly against my mouth and I can already smell something foul soaking through the fabric. A moment later, my knees start to buckle. 
 
    “Fine,” Ethan continues, so close now that I can feel his hot breath on the side of my neck, “then we'll have to think about a back-up plan. I need to find Sebastian, Ramsey. This isn't optional. This is life and death. I need to find him and I can't wait around for you to change your mind, so one way or another you are going to help me. And that's cool. You're going to do this whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I try to elbow him in the ribs, but my arms are too heavy. 
 
    “Don't fight it,” he says. “I'm not going to hurt you.” 
 
    I try again to cry out. As I do so, however, I feel my eyes start to slip shut and I realize Ethan is holding me up. I'm losing consciousness as the liquid from the cloth continues to fill my nostrils. 
 
    “Sebastian betrayed us,” Ethan continues as I slip away into darkness. “My brothers and I. He drowned us in the river, and only two of us survived to swim to shore. And he destroyed our home. So you must understand, Ramsey, that I can't take no for an answer. I need to find Sebastian, and you're my only hope. So let's not make this any harder than it needs to be, okay?” 
 
    All I can do is let out a faint murmur as I slip away. The last thing I feel is Ethan starting to gather me up into his arms, and then... 
 
    Nothing. 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Six 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “I can't get in touch with anyone!” Coles says as she hurries this way, trampling across the ashy ground. “No-one knows we're out here! Tracking worked, but I can't make calls or send messages! It's almost like...” 
 
    “It's still here!” Michaels gasps. “The demon! I saw the demon! It's still out here!” 
 
    “What's he talking about?” Coles asks. “Boss? What does he mean?” 
 
    She steps closer, and then I hear her let out a shocked cry as she stumbles back. 
 
    “I need you to stay focused!” I hiss, turning to her and seeing the fear in her eyes. “Do you hear me? Stay focused on what I tell you!” 
 
    “What happened to him?” she gasps. “His face...” 
 
    “We have to get him out of here,” I tell her. “We have to get him to the car first, and then -” 
 
    “It's still here!” Michaels shouts, suddenly filled with a burst of panic. “The demon's still here!” 
 
    “What's he talking about?” Coles asks. “What demon?” 
 
    “He's delirious,” I reply, even though I have my doubts. I can't help turning and looking around again, watching the charred landscape in case there's any hint of movement. My heart is racing and I know that even if Michaels is ranting like a madman, something clearly attacked him. 
 
    A wild animal. 
 
    That's all it can be. 
 
    Some kind of wild animal, probably displaced by the fire, must be out here. Father Porter probably saw the same thing. Frankly, I think I'd prefer to be facing a demon right now, because demons aren't real. Wild animals, on the other can, can be deadly and I'm worried a bear might have strayed all the way to the edge of our little town. 
 
    Reaching down, I double-check that my gun is at my waist. Not that I could necessarily bring a bear down, but at least it's something. 
 
    “Here's the situation,” I say to Coles, as I get to my feet. She's starting to cry, and I know I need to make sure she stays strong. “I have reason to believe that some kind of animal is out here. Something dangerous. We're armed, so there's no reason why it can get to us and -” 
 
    “It got to him!” she points out, looking down at Michaels. 
 
    “There are two of us,” I remind her, still struggling to stay calm. “We're going to work together as a team, and that's how we're going to get out of this. First, we need to get Michaels into our vehicle, and then we need to drive back to town.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “All the questions can wait until we're back in town,” I add. “Do you understand? Once we're in town, we'll have all the time in the world to figure this out. Right now, we have a man down and we need to work together. I'm relying on you, okay? Now we have to figure out a way to move Michaels. Got it?” 
 
    She turns to me. For a moment, I think she's maybe going to break down completely, but then finally she nods. 
 
    “It's still here,” Michaels gasps. “It's coming.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” I say, seeing the fear in Coles's eyes. “Focus on getting him out of here. I'll take his shoulders and you take his legs, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she stammers, but I can tell she's on the verge of a full-on breakdown. 
 
    Hurrying around Michaels, I crouch down and take hold of his shoulders. He's trembling wildly, and I think he's in some kind of advanced state of shock, and we have to get him to the emergency room as fast as we can. I wait as Coles grabs his feet, and then together we start lifting him up. He immediately lets out a cry of pain, and Coles instinctively starts lowering him back down. 
 
    “We have to keep going!” I tell her. 
 
    “But he's -” 
 
    “We have to get him to the car!” I add. “He's going to be in pain whatever we do!” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Just get on with it!” I yell, momentarily losing my patience. “That's an order! Get this man into the vehicle right now!” 
 
    This, at least, seems to get her focused again, and we start carrying Michaels carefully across the ashy ground. 
 
    “We're going to get you to safety,” I tell Michaels, even though I'm not sure whether he can hear me. “I should never have sent you out here. I should have noticed you hadn't come back. I should -” 
 
    Suddenly Coles lets go of his legs and steps back. Looking at her, I see that her eyes are wide with horror, and that she seems to be staring at something behind me. Still holding Michaels' shoulders, I turn and glance back out across the burned forest, but I don't see anything. 
 
    “There was a man out there,” Coles says, her voice filled with fear. “I saw a man, standing watching us.” 
 
    “I don't see anyone,” I tell her. “Where exactly was he?” 
 
    “He was right there!” she continues. “Maybe fifty, sixty feet from us. I could see him silhouetted against the horizon. He was just standing there, watching us!” 
 
    “I don't see where anyone could have gone,” I reply, still watching for any hint of this mysterious stranger. It's clear to me that Coles is letting her imagination run wild. I don't blame her for that, but right now I need her to stay focused, so after a moment I turn to her. “Take his legs again.” 
 
    “You don't believe me,” she stammers. “I'm not crazy! I know what I saw!” 
 
    “Put it in the report when we get back,” I tell her. “Right now, I need you to take this man's legs and help me get him out of here. You can do that, can't you? We need to work as a team here.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Take his legs!” I shout. “That's an order!” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, as if she's utterly frozen. But then, suddenly, she seems to stir and I watch as she reaches down again for Michaels' legs. She hauls him up and we start walking, making our way slowly and carefully toward the car. I can see that Coles is still looking past me, as if she expects to suddenly spot the figure she thinks she saw, but at least she's managing to hold herself together and a moment later we get to the car and – before I have a chance to tell her – she opens one of the rear doors so we can load Michaels inside. 
 
    “That's good,” I say as we ease the trembling body onto the back seat. “Hold him steady.” 
 
    Michaels groans as we slide him along the seat, but I focus on the fact that at least we're going to get him to the hospital. As I arrange his legs, I glance along at his face and see the shredded strips of flesh that have begun to stick against his eyes. For a moment, I can't imagine any way that he can be helped, but then I remind myself that our job is simply to get him to the doctors. 
 
    They'll take over once we reach the hospital, and they might just be able to pull off a miracle. 
 
    “I'll drive,” I say as I shut the door and hurry around to the other side of the car. 
 
    Climbing into the driver's seat, I'm relieved to find that Coles is already getting into the car as well. She's clearly on the edge of a breakdown, and in the past I've sometimes worried that she can't handle extreme pressure. Right now, she's holding up in the middle of a nightmare, and frankly I'm impressed. As she pulls the passenger-side door shut and starts tapping at her phone, I realize I can trust her to stay calm. 
 
    “There's still no signal,” she says as I try to start the engine. “How can there still be no -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she turns to me and then – a fraction of a second later – she looks down at the ignition as I continue to turn the key without any luck. 
 
    “Boss?” she continues, with a rising sense of fear in her voice. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “It must be the cold air,” I say through gritted teeth, as I try the key again and again. Even as those words leave my lips, however, I know deep down that something more serious is wrong. 
 
    I've been around enough engines to hear when there's a failure. 
 
    “I'm going to take a look,” I say, opening the door, “and -” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She grabs my arm, holding me in place. 
 
    “You can't go out there!” she hisses. 
 
    “I've got my gun.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “There's nothing to be scared of,” I say firmly. “If there's a wild animal, it's most likely gone by now.” 
 
    “Coles said something was still here.” 
 
    “Coles is delirious,” I point out. “Keep a watch out, okay? If you see anything moving, anything coming this way at all, hit the horn to let me know.” 
 
    “But if you've got the hood up,” she replies, “I won't be able to see behind you.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    “I'm scared,” she adds, unnecessarily. After all, her voice is trembling with fear. 
 
    “I'll fix the problem and we'll get out of here,” I tell her, before gently slipping my arm from her grip. “Just stay right here and everything will be alright.” 
 
    “James -” 
 
    “Stay here!” 
 
    After climbing out of the car, I swing the door shut and then head around to the front. I glance around to make sure that there's nobody and nothing nearby, then I lift the hood up and aim my flashlight at the engine. Peering closer, I try to figure out what could have gone wrong, although at first glance the whole system seems fine. I check the most obvious contenders, but pretty quickly I start to realize that I might be out of my depth. And then, just as I'm leaning even closer to the engine's far side, I hear a clicking sound nearby followed by footsteps. 
 
    Turning, I'm startled to see Coles coming into view, with her gun raised and aimed at the horizon. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “Being brave,” she says, her voice still trembling with fear as she turns and aims the gun the other way. “Doing my duty.” 
 
    “You don't -” 
 
    “I'm not a coward!” she says firmly. “Please, let me do this.” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, quietly very impressed that she's managing to push past her fears. Still, as I turn back to look at the engine again, I feel as if I'm completely lost. Finally, with no other ideas, I decide to check the oil, and after a moment I realize that I might have stumbled onto the source of the problem. 
 
    “So what do you think did that to Michaels?” Coles asks, as she continues to turn and cover every direction. “A bear? A wolf?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I reply, still fiddling with the engine in a bid to confirm my suspicions. “We lost a lot of forest. Who knows what that might have done to the ecology around here? We had some people call by a while back, saying they wanted to conduct a survey to assess the damage to local wildlife. They were supposed to come back next summer, although to be honest I didn't think there was much point. Now, though, I'm starting to think that...” 
 
    I reach down and check the dipstick, and sure enough the oil level is way too low. 
 
    “That's impossible,” I whisper. “I check the damn thing only a few days ago.” 
 
    “Did you figure out the problem?” 
 
    “I'm going to have to get under the car to take a better look,” I reply, as I step back and lower the hood. Turning, I look around for a moment, but all I see are charred tree stumps in every direction. “Something might have snagged a pipe,” I continue, glancing back at Coles. “I don't suppose you know much about cars, do you?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” she says. “Does this mean we're gonna be stuck out here for a while?” 
 
    “That's a definite possibility,” I tell her. “Can you go and check Michaels' car. See if it's running.” 
 
    “It looks kinda -” 
 
    “I don't care how it looks,” I add. “Tell me if we can drive it.” 
 
    With that, I turn and head around to the rear of the car, while Coles goes over to take a look at Michaels' vehicle. I need to get down on my hands and knees and check the car's underside, but after a moment I realize I can hear Michaels mumbling and muttering again on the back seat. I peer in and see that he's trying to sit up, so I hurry around to the other side and open the door, and then I kneel down to take a closer look at his face. 
 
    “Easy there,” I tell him. “I know you must be in pain, but we're going to get you to the hospital as soon as we can.” 
 
    I wait, but he seems more agitated than before. 
 
    “Are you cold?” I ask, realizing I can see my own breath. I slip out of my jacket and set it over Michaels' torso, hoping to keep him a little warmer. “Just hang tight. I'm going to get you out of this mess.” 
 
    “His car's dead too,” Coles says breathlessly, hurrying back over to join us. “Boss, does that seem like a coincidence to you?” 
 
    I look up at her, and I immediately see the fear in her eyes. 
 
    “These cars are serviced regularly,” she points out, “and -” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, getting to my feet. “Two of them breaking down in the same spot on the same night seems...” 
 
    My voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “Like it's deliberate,” she suggests finally. 
 
    “I don't see how that could happen, though,” I tell her. “I doubt anyone would have been able to sabotage them before we left.” 
 
    “Maybe this wild animal did it,” she says. “Or... whatever it is. I mean, a wild animal might not know much about cars.” 
 
    “Coles -” 
 
    “I read the report about what happened last year,” she adds. “The parts you were willing to put down down on paper, anyway. About what happened to Hinch, and to Coles, and to Leanne Halperin. I mean, no offense, but you kicked that ball so far down the road, I don't think you'll ever catch it.” 
 
    “I didn't cover anything up,” I tell her. 
 
    “But you didn't go out of your way to tell the truth, did you?” she continues, and I can tell that she's on the verge of a fresh round of panic. “Boss, I know Buddy had a tendency to hide the truth from people, but I'd really appreciate it right now if you could tell me anything you know that might be relevant to what's happening here tonight. Because frankly, I'm finding it harder and harder to believe that we're dealing with a wild animal. Wild animals don't disable cars like this, and they sure as hell don't maul officers of the law and then leave them sobbing by the side of the road. It's almost like something's...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “It's almost like something's playing with us,” she adds finally. 
 
    “Here's what I need you to do,” I tell her. “Get in the car and -” 
 
    “I'm not a coward!” 
 
    “I know you're not,” I continue. “The thing is, when I've plugged the oil leak, I'm going to need you to try the engine for me. Is that clear?” 
 
    “But you'll be out here all alone.” 
 
    “I'll be fine.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Please,” I say, trying to keep from losing my patience with her, “get into the driver's seat and be ready to start the engine when I tell you. But only when I tell you. Is that understood?” 
 
    She opens her mouth to argue with me, but then she seems to lose the will to fight. Shrugging, she mumbles something under her breath as she climbs back into the car, and I breathe a sigh of relief as I realize that I'll be able to avoid her incessant questions for at least a few more minutes. She has a point about my reports from last year, of course, but there's no way I want to try to explain myself here and now. I'll come up with something later, on the ride back to town, but right now I need to get this car started. 
 
    “Wait for my signal!” I call out, as I get down onto my knees and prepare to crawl under the car. I rest my hands on the bumper for a moment. “Don't do anything until -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud bumping sound, and the entire car shakes for a moment. I was about to bend down and climb underneath, but instead I crane my neck to peer through the rear window. 
 
    “Hey!” I shout, just about able to make out Coles' silhouette in the driver's seat. “What happened there?” 
 
    I wait, but she doesn't reply. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” I call out. “Coles! What was that noise?” 
 
    Unable to stifle a hint of panic, I get to my feet and draw my gun, before looking around in case there's any sign of a wild animal. The car definitely shuddered, as if something slammed into one of the sides, but so far I don't see anything. I take a couple of steps back, still aiming in case I'm attacked, but now the car seems completely still and silent. 
 
    “Coles!” I yell. “Are you okay in there?” 
 
    I wait, and every second of silence feels like an eternity. 
 
    “Coles!” 
 
    Figuring that the loud noise might have spooked her, I glance around one more time to check that there's nothing nearby and then I head over to the door next to Coles. I lean down and knock on the glass, although in the low light I can barely see into the car. I knock again, but there's still no answer so finally I try to pull the door open, only to find that it's locked. 
 
    “This isn't helping,” I mutter under my breath as I head around to the other side. 
 
    At least the other door is unlocked, so I'm able to pull it open and lean into the car. Michaels is whimpering on the back seat, but as I squint in the darkness I'm just about able to see that Coles is sitting very still with her gaze fixed on the windscreen ahead. At the same time, behind Michaels' continued murmurs of pain, there's another sound in the car. 
 
    A scratching sound. 
 
    “Hey, are you with me?” I ask, before reaching toward Coles and clicking my fingers next to her face. “You can't zone out now. I need you to stay with me.” 
 
    I wait, but something about her expression seems very wrong. She's still staring ahead, but her eyes are wide open and unblinking, and her lips are trembling slightly as the scratching sound continues. 
 
    “Talk to me,” I continue, nudging her shoulder as I lean further into the car. “Come on, I know you can do this. You're not going to freak out on me while we're -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I realize that there's a faint but growing stench in here. I don't know exactly what I'm smelling, but there's a kind of rich, rotten odor that's half morgue and half sewer. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask. “Coles, I need to know what's going on in here. I heard a loud bang. Do you know what caused that noise?” 
 
    Again I wait, and this time I can't help feeling a little annoyed. Coles is a professional, she should be able to keep her wits together. And then, just as I'm about to ask her one more time, I realize I can see something dark in one corner of her mouth, and I watch with a slowly growing sense of concern as the dark spot starts dribbling down onto her chin. 
 
    “Is that blood?” I ask cautiously. “Coles, talk to me.” 
 
    I nudge her again. 
 
    “Talk to me!” I say firmly, before climbing onto the driver's seat and nudging her harder. “Coles, I swear, I need you to tell me what's wrong.” 
 
    The dribble of blood starts dripping from her chin, spattering onto the front of her uniform as the scratching sound continues. 
 
    “Coles!” 
 
    I grab her arm and try to pull her toward me, but something seems to be holding her in place. I pull a couple more times before realizing what's restraining her, and then I reach down to unfasten the belt, only to find that I was wrong. She's not wearing her belt at all, which means something else is keeping her fixed rigidly to the seat. 
 
    “Coles!” I hiss, pulling again and this time finding that she leans toward me a little. “What -” 
 
    As soon as she starts to tilt, her mouth opens and more blood runs between her lips. This time the spatter hits my hand, and I'm shocked to see that her pupils are wildly dilated. Realizing that something's seriously wrong, I clamber back a little and then try again to pull her toward me. She's still being held firmly against the seat, although I'm managing to move her a little more as the scratching sound gets louder and the foul smell gets stronger. 
 
    “Coles,” I continue, trying to pull her out of the car so that I can figure out what's wrong, “I need you to -” 
 
    Suddenly I spot something moving behind her, and I look down over her shoulder just in time to see that her seat is covered in blood. Something's down there, scratching around Coles' hips. I can't tell exactly what's happening, but I know I have to get her out of here so I put my arms around her shoulders and make sure I've got her tight, and then I pull as hard as I can. Finally she falls forward with me, accompanied by a loud ripping sound, and blood starts spraying up from the seat and hitting the side window. 
 
    And that's when I see what's happening. 
 
    A dark arm is reaching up through a hole in the car's floor, through the seat and straight into Coles's body. The arm's hand is clutching the lower part of her spine, which has been pulled away from her back, and after a moment the hand scrapes meat away from the bone before slipping out of view for a few seconds. I stare in horror as a squelching, tearing sound rises up from the hole, and then the arm returns and the hand starts scooping more meat from Coles' body. 
 
    “Stop!” I gasp, pulling Coles all the way across the front seats. At first there's some resistance, but somehow I manage to drag her out of the car, only to fall backward at the last moment and land hard on the tarmac. 
 
    Coles lands next to me, her head smacking against the road, and then I look down and see that her body has been ripped in half around the waist. Turning to look back into the car, I'm horrified by the sight of Coles' legs and hips still in the seat, with the hand still tearing strips of flesh away. Something must be under there somewhere, reaching up, and slowly I lean down and look beneath the car. 
 
    A dark figure is crouched in the gap between the road and the car's underside, reaching up with one hand into the vehicle. After a moment, the figure pulls another chunk of meat down and slides it into its mouth, chewing loudly. 
 
    I turn to Coles, and in the night air I'm just about able to make out her dead eyes staring almost directly at me. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I instinctively reach for my gun. My hands are trembling, but I quickly get the safety off and then I take a few more steps back while aiming toward the bottom of the car. From this angle, I can no longer see whatever's under there, so I crouch down and sure enough the creature is still focused on what's left of Coles' legs and waist. It's as if I haven't been noticed at all, even as I aim the gun straight toward the creature and try to figure out which part is the head. 
 
    So far, all I can really make out is a silhouette. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” I yell, before firing a shot straight under the car. 
 
    I hear a loud thud, as if the bullet hit the tarmac, so I adjust my aim and fire again. This time I hear a cracking sound, but the creature doesn't even respond so I fire again and again, unable to hold back as I discharge everything that's left in my gun. I have to be killing this thing, but finally my gun clicks empty and I realize with horror that somehow the creature is still feeding. It doesn't even seem to have noticed me firing. At least some of those shots must have hit the damn thing, but it seemed completely focused on eating more and more of Coles. 
 
    “Stop!” I stammer, but I already know there's nothing I can do. 
 
    Not for Coles. 
 
    “Stop!” I say again. “You have to -” 
 
    Suddenly the creature turns to me, and I see two yellowish eyes staring this way. I freeze, not even daring to breathe, and several seconds pass before the creature slowly turns away and resumes feeding. 
 
    A moment later, I hear Michaels still whimpering on the car's back seat and I realize there's still time to save him. Coles is gone, but Michaels still has a chance. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I open the back door and reach inside. I struggle for a moment, but finally I manage to haul Michaels out. He groans, clearly in pain, but right now I don't have time to be careful. I haul him over my shoulder and start carrying him away from the car before stopping for a moment and glancing back. 
 
    That thing is still under there, seemingly oblivious to everything except what's left of Coles. I want to fight back, but I know Coles is lost and I also know I have a duty to get Michaels out of here. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I whisper, staring for a moment at Coles' torso on the ground, and then I turn and start carrying Michaels along the road. 
 
    We're miles from town, it'll take us a couple of hours to get back to Deal, but there's nowhere to hide and I have no way to contact anyone. I look over my shoulder and see that the creature is still under the car, which at least means that we're not being followed. I can't be certain that'll last for long, however, so I quicken my pace even though I'm struggling to keep Michaels over my shoulder. He's a decent-sized guy and he's weighing me down, but I've lost one deputy tonight and I'm sure as hell not going to lose another. 
 
    I'm going to get him to safety and then I'm coming back out here with all the back-up in the world, and we're going to destroy that creature. 
 
    Maybe it's pure adrenaline that keeps me going, but somehow I manage to walk for mile after mile until finally I can just about see the lights of Deal in the distance. We're a good couple of hours from dawn, so the town is mostly still asleep, but the street-lamps are blazing under the night sky. I'm still only on the outskirts, I haven't even reached the river or the old warehouse district yet, but somehow deep down I know that I have to keep walking. Michaels hasn't made a noise for a while now, and I'm too scared to check on him. 
 
    He can't be dead. 
 
    I refuse to believe that he's dead. 
 
    Every few minutes, I look over my shoulder to make sure that there's no sign we're being followed. I still don't see anything, so I can only assume that the creature is still cleaning every scrap of meat from Coles' bones. That though sickens me, of course, but the one saving grace is that at least it's allowed me to get away with Michaels. If all those bullets were powerless against the creature, it's clear that we're going to need some serious back-up, but that shouldn't be too difficult to arrange. 
 
    As soon as I reach my office, I'll use the landline to call for help from the government. I'll get the goddamn army down to Deal. 
 
    Stumbling slightly, I almost drop Michaels, but I just about manage to stay on my feet. He doesn't react in any way, but I still can't bring myself to check his pulse. I've already let one deputy die on my watch tonight, and I'm not going to lose another. 
 
    A moment later, however, I stumble again. 
 
    “Come on!” I gasp under my breath, refusing to let myself weaken. 
 
    I take a few more steps, before looking over my shoulder. 
 
    This time, I freeze as I spot something moving in the distance. The clouds have cleared slightly, allowing just a hint of moonlight, just enough for me to see a shape moving along the ground about a half mile back the way I've just come. I try to tell myself that I'm imagining things, that I'm seeing shapes and shadows where there are none, but after a few more seconds I realize that there really is something coming this way. 
 
    Or rather, crawling this way. 
 
    Whatever it is, it looks vaguely human-shaped, but it's scuttling fast on all fours. A moment later the cloud cover returns and blocks the moonlight, so I turn and start walking again. My heart is racing and I know that the creature, whatever it is, must have finished with Coles and has finally decided to come after us. Deal is too far ahead for us to get there quickly, but as I keep walking I can't think of anything else I can try. My only chance is to reach the town and call for help from there. 
 
    So I keep walking, moving as fast as I can. 
 
    I glance back a few times, but the night is too dark. I'm sure that thing is back there somewhere, and I'm certain it was moving fast. It was about half a mile behind us, and we're still maybe a mile from town. I try to figure out just when we'll be caught, but then I tell myself that there's no point thinking like that. 
 
    I just keep walking, and eventually I realize I can hear a very faint sound getting closer and closer from behind, as if that creature is finally catching us. A moment later I hear a distant rushing sound, a sonic boom maybe as a jet flies over, and I realize I'm starting to flag once more. My feet are catching against the road, and it's only a matter of time before I stumble again. This time - 
 
    Suddenly I come to a halt as I feel something pulling on Michaels from behind. 
 
    I immediately try to pull free, but something definitely has hold of Michaels and a moment later I hear a slow, sucking crunching sound as if teeth are starting to bite into his body. 
 
    I try to swing around, but Michaels is being pulled too hard. I try again, and this time the body falls from my shoulders and I stumble back. 
 
    The creature has caught us, and I watch in horror as it continues to bite down hard into Michaels' arm. Michaels isn't reacting in any way, and I can see his dead eyes staring up toward the night sky. After a few seconds, however, my gaze turns to the creature itself, and I see its jet-black scaly skin glistening in the darkness. I still can't make out any of this monster's features, almost as if it's more silhouette than anything else, but I'm certain that it's the same thing that attacked the car. 
 
    It ate Coles, and now it's eating Michaels. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” I gasp, reaching for my gun even though I know it's unloaded. 
 
    Aiming the gun, I fire impotently a couple of times. There's no point doing this, of course, but somehow my instincts take over for a moment before finally I slip the gun away and take a couple more steps back. 
 
    I want to fight this thing and stop it eating Michaels, but at the same time I try to force myself to be strong. Michaels is dead, just like Coles, and the creature seems completely focused on consuming all the flesh and blood it can find. I have no doubt that it'll come after me next, but at least for now the creature seems to be busy, as if it simply assumes it can take me whenever it's ready. I could try to attack the damn thing, but most likely I'd only end up getting myself killed. The smart thing would be to get back to town and call for the military. They'll know what to do, and they'll be able to destroy this creature, and then in the cold light of day they'll be able to cut it up and figure out where it came from. 
 
    So I do something that feels like total anathema to everything I've ever stood for. 
 
    I turn and run. 
 
    I know I'm doing the right thing, I'm doing the thing that will keep Deal safe, but it still feels wrong as I hurry toward the lights of town. I've never run from anything in my life, but ahead of me there's an entire town filled with people who need me to keep them safe. Buddy always used to tell me to focus on those people, and to ignore my own ego, and I know that if I die out here there'll be nobody to warn the locals. The creature would kill me and then keep going, heading to town. So I know I'm doing the right thing, even if every step I take feels wrong. 
 
    And I have to get to Ramsey. 
 
    My daughter's in that town, and I have to keep her safe. 
 
    Finally, after what feels like an eternity, I reach the edge of town. I check my phone in case there's any signal, but I still can't make a call. I hurry past shuttered and dark buildings, making my way as fast as I can toward the station. I keep looking over my shoulder in case the creature is right behind me, but so far I seem to be all alone. I guess Michaels is a full meal and it'll take the creature a while to get done with him, although these thoughts are already making me feel sick to my stomach. 
 
    Almost tripping again, I make my way up the steps and then I reach into my pocket and take out a set of keys. I unlock the station's front door and step inside, several hours after Coles and I left earlier to find Michaels. The building is pitch-black, so I switch on the lights as I make my way across the main office and toward the door at the far end. Bursting through the door, I hurry to my desk and grab the phone, and then I pick up the receiver and try to dial for help. 
 
    There's no tone. 
 
    The phone's dead. 
 
    “No, come on,” I mutter under my breath, trying again and again but with no better result. “This isn't possible.” 
 
    Realizing that I'm on a hiding to nothing, I drop the phone and open my laptop, but I quickly find that there's no internet connection either. I grab the phone again, and for a moment all I can do is try over and over again to somehow make a connection. If this doesn't work, I'm going to have to get into another car and drive until I'm able to find help, but I can't risk leaving the town like this. 
 
    “Come on, work!” I hiss, trying with increasing desperation to make the phone connect to an emergency number. “Why aren't you -” 
 
    Suddenly I hear a noise over my shoulder, and I spin around. 
 
   


 
  

 Forty-Seven 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    As soon as I open my eyes, I feel a churning knot of nausea start twisting in my gut. I open my mouth and almost vomit, but somehow I manage to hold back, and then I hear the breath of someone nearby in the darkness. 
 
    “It's okay,” Ethan says calmly. “Throw up if you need to. I drugged you pretty hard back there.” 
 
    I retch, bringing up some sick in the back of my mouth, but then I realize that I'm curled on my side on the floor. I try to sit up, only for the whole world to start spinning all around me, so I take a moment to steady myself and then I try again. This time I manage to sit up straight, although I quickly fall back and slump against the wall. My head is spinning, and in this pitch-black room the only light is a faint blue haze at the window. I don't remember where I am or how I got here, but a moment later I try to move my hands, only to find that they're tied together at the wrists behind my back. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Ethan asks. “It might take you a while to get rid of the haze, but don't stress. Just let your body flush it all out.” 
 
    Turning, I realize I can just about see him sitting nearby on the sofa, staring at me with an oddly expressionless face. I open my mouth to ask what's happening, but then I remember him pressing some kind of damp cloth against my face. There was a foul smell and I lost consciousness, and now here I am on the floor of his room with my hands bound tight. I don't think it's too hard to realize what's happening here. 
 
    I turn and scream. 
 
    Ethan quickly grabs me and puts a hand over my mouth, stifling my cries and pulling me back. I struggle hard, trying to kick him or hit him with my elbows, but he's far too strong and all I manage is to lash out and kick over a small coffee table. 
 
    “Be smart, Ramsey!” he hisses into my ear. 
 
    I try to bite the hand that's covering my mouth, but I can't quite manage. 
 
    “Ramsey, please, just listen to me!” 
 
    I try to twist round and - 
 
    “Ramsey!” he snarls, his voice momentarily taking on a much deeper, much more guttural sound. Something barely human. 
 
    I freeze, terrified. 
 
    “That's better,” he continues, and now his voice has returned to normal. “I'm going to let go of you now. I hope you realize that trying to scream again would be a bad idea.” 
 
    I wait, and slowly he releases his grip on me. As soon as I can, I scramble away and then turn to see him staring at me across the gloomy room. 
 
    “If you touch me again,” I say finally, trembling with fear, “I'll kill you. Do you understand? If you try to touch me, I swear -” 
 
    “That's not why you're here,” he replies, interrupting me. 
 
    “I'll kill you!” I shout, with tears in my eyes. “I'll scream again. I'll call for help. I've been through something like this before and I won't let it happen again!” 
 
    “You won't scream again,” he says, still sounding strangely calm. “Ramsey, the reason I restrained you is simple. I've had to activate my back-up plan. I admit I'm surprised that we've reached this point. I really, truly believed that you'd know where to find Sebastian.” 
 
    “Why would I know that?” I ask. “How could I possibly know where he is? I don't want to know where he is!” 
 
    “How can you not?” he snaps, leaning toward me through the darkness. “You were our one hope! We have to find him and we were convinced that you'd know where he is! There's something about you, Ramsey! From the moment he was aware of you, Sebastian has been different. He's worried. Scared, even. There's no way he'd simply leave Deal and not keep tabs on you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I stammer, scared by the anger that has suddenly filled his eyes. I hesitate for a moment, waiting for him to explain, and then I start to realize that none of this makes sense. “Ethan,” I say cautiously, “who are you really?” 
 
    I wait, and then I understand that maybe I need to rephrase that question. 
 
    “What are you?” I ask. 
 
    “He abandoned us,” he replies. “You heard the story earlier tonight. He got us to load the raft for him, and then once we were underway he tossed us into the water like we were nothing. After everything we'd done for him, he left us to drown. There's not much that can kill us, but like any animal we need air to breathe. Only three of us survived, we managed to swim to the shore, but the rest...” He hesitates, and a moment later a single tear runs down his cheek. “The rest of our brothers died,” he adds through gritted teeth. “After everything we did for Sebastian, he burned our forest, our home, and then he turned his back on us. He just tossed us overboard like we were a pack of rats.” 
 
    I wait, but my mind is racing. 
 
    “What are you?” I ask again, even though now I'm starting to get an idea. 
 
    “We always lived in the forest,” he explains. “We were happy like that. At first, anyway. We never interfered with the humans of this little town, we never wanted any attention. And nobody in Deal even noticed that we were there. We were spirits. Less than that, even. We were thoughts that blew around in the breeze. We were completely harmless, until someone – I don't even know who – knitted us together to make us bigger. Stronger. We were turned into what we are now.” 
 
    “Someone gave you bodies?” I reply. “I don't get it.” 
 
    “Later, Sebastian told us he'd be lonely without us,” Ethan continues. “He said we reminded him of someone. At first we weren't sure that we wanted to be around him, but the bodies were so new and fun. He even gave us names. He called me Jac, which I changed to Ethan for your benefit. We decided to give Sebastian a chance and welcome him into our forest. We were fools. We allowed all those new physical sensations to infect our minds, to turn us into things we should never have become. One day, Sebastian showed us how to alter our forms, how to put on top hats and tails. We looked so fancy, we felt as if we'd been reborn, and he seemed to be amused by our efforts. We were tempted by evil and we all fell without a struggle, but it should still have been okay. Everything should have been fine, so long as Sebastian remained and so long as we were only playing. We barely even remembered our old way of living. We were free. We were happy.” 
 
    Behind my back, I'm starting to work on the restraints that are keeping my wrists together. It feels like there's some kind of rope tied tight. If I can get that loose, I can maybe find a way out of here. Until then, I'm worried that if I scream, Ethan might hurt me. After all, I can't see whether he's got a knife or a gun or even some other kind of weapon. 
 
    “Eventually we began to notice that Sebastian was troubled,” he says. “He used to visit the witch a lot, down in the tunnels, but he started talking about a whore. We should have known something was wrong when he began to enlist humans to help him. He could have turned to us, but instead he tried to find human searchers. It's as if he didn't trust us. There was the girl from the car, and there were the two brothers, and there were a few more. Still, we enjoyed ourselves so much, we didn't let ourselves become troubled. By this point, Sebastian had introduced us to a new game that made playing even more fun.” He shudders for a moment, as if a chill has passed through his body. “I still remember the thrill of our kills,” he adds. “I remember following that police woman through the forest. My brothers and I tracked her down like she was our prey. Which she was, I guess. It was always so much fun to dress up for a hunt, and to get down on all fours to make it seem more special. We always liked staying close to the ground when we were hunting. I guess that's an instinctive thing, from the old days.” 
 
    “Let me go,” I beg him, still working on the restraints. “I won't tell anyone that you kidnapped me, Ethan, but please... I'm begging you, let me go.” 
 
    “He even let us watch on the rare occasions when he'd reach out from the forest himself. We should have known it was wrong, we did know, but we enjoyed ourselves so much. I remember when he made that little girl turn her own skin inside-out. We were watching from the trees. How we laughed. I can't believe we were so simple, and that we enjoyed watching other living things being tortured.” 
 
    “Please,” I continue, sniffing back tears, “you can let me go and everything will be alright!” 
 
    “The whore,” he replies. “Always the whore. By the end, he was obsessed. I'd never thought about it before, but I began to realize that Sebastian was scared. He visited the witch more and more, he seemed terrified that somebody was going to set her free. At first we thought that was impossible, we thought nothing could happen unless Sebastian willed it to be so. He was like our god. When we realized he was scared, it made us scared in turn. We began to worry about humans encroaching upon our world in the forest, but you have to understand... All we really wanted, all we really needed, was our home. The forest.” 
 
    “I still don't understand what you are,” I stammer, as I finally feel the rope slipping slightly behind my back. Not enough, not yet, but at least it's a start. I just need to keep him talking until I'm free. “How can the forest have been your home? Are you a ghost?” 
 
    “A ghost?” He furrows his brow. “There's on such thing as ghosts, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I think I've seen one,” I reply. “Ghosts are real.” 
 
    “Sebastian knew how much we valued our home,” he says, with a hint of bitterness in his voice. “If he had to take the witch away, we'd have been sad but we'd have understood. We could have faded back to how we were before he arrived, maybe our bodies could have unknitted themselves. But Sebastian said he needed our help, and he got us to load the witch onto that raft. Then he asked us if we'd like to travel with him for a while, just through the forest. We didn't think any more about it. We trusted Sebastian with our lives. And it was our lives, in the end, that he decided to discard. He threw us all off that raft and left us to drown.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “He tried to kill us all!” he yells, clambering down off the sofa and onto all fours, and then starting to slowly crawl this way. “Somehow I managed to reach the shore with two of my brothers. That's where we met an old, drunk human.” 
 
    “Herb?” I reply. “Do you mean that Herb guy?” 
 
    “We were so hungry,” he continues, leaning closer to my face. “Still, one human wasn't enough to satisfy three of us. We needed to eat more, but we were scared and alone and we didn't dare venture further into the human town. That's when my stronger brother Dal turned on my weaker brother Rol and began to eat him. I was tempted, but I held back. I remember sobbing as I heard Rol's dying screams, and as I heard Dal biting into him. I knew it was wrong, but I didn't dare stand up to my stronger brother. Dal offered me pieces of skin and flesh and bone, but I turned them down. Despite my aching belly, I couldn't bring myself to eat one of our own. But Dal... he was always the strongest of us all. The hungriest.” 
 
    He leans even closer, until his nose is almost touching mine. He seems to be peering straight into my eyes, and for a moment I don't dare work on the restraints behind my back. 
 
    “For the past year,” he says finally, “Dal and I tried to survive in what remained of the forest. We tried to go back to our home, to our old way of life, but there was nothing there for us. Nothing to eat, nowhere to shelter... I swear, we tried so hard, but there were only two of us and we missed our drowned brothers so much. Eventually Dal said it was time for us to come up with a new plan, to come into the human town. I told him he was crazy, and we fought. Can you imagine that? Two brothers, fighting out there in the charred forest. I insisted we should find the whore, that we should find you, and that you'd know how to find Sebastian. That you'd sense him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really don't like being called a whore,” I reply, although it's hardly the first time I've heard that word since I came back to Deal. 
 
    “You're the whore,” I remember Esther saying last year. “Of all the people it could ever have been, Ramsey... Why did it have to be you?” 
 
    “Dal didn't agree at all,” Ethan continues. “Dal said the two of us had been hiding for long enough. He said it was time for us to accept that the forest is gone, to move into the town and feast. Eventually he told me to try it my way, and he said he'd try it his. I thought he'd come straight to town and start killing, but he hasn't done that. I think he's been working up the courage, waiting to pick people off if they venture out alone into the charred forest, but eventually he'll get too hungry or too greedy and he'll come into town, and then people will start to die in very obvious, very unmissable ways. I have to find Sebastian before that happens. I have to make Sebastian put things back to how they were before this all started!” 
 
    “I don't know where he is,” I reply. “If I knew, I'd tell you. I'd do anything to get out of here, so if I knew where to find him, I swear I wouldn't have any reason to keep it from you. You have to believe me.” 
 
    I wait, but he's simply staring at me now, as if he's searching my eyes to see whether or not I'm telling the truth. 
 
    “I do believe you,” he says finally. 
 
    “Then -” 
 
    “Which is a problem,” he adds, “because it means I'm going to have to use you as bait instead.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, suddenly filled with panic, “I -” 
 
    “I need my home back!” he snarls. “I need my way of life! I don't want this body anymore, I don't want these complicated thoughts that make me do bad things, I just want to go back to how I was before and drift between the trees like mist! I was never hungry, I was never angry, I was never anything! I just drifted and I was happy, I knew what I was, and now look at me!” 
 
    “Ethan -” 
 
    “Look at me!” he shouts, and for a moment in the gloom I see his face twist and contort until his jet-black skin glistens and his mouth opens to reveal razor-sharp teeth. His skin looks somehow knitted together, covered in glistening dark threads that criss-cross one another and frame angry, yellowing eyes. 
 
    As soon as I see this horrific sight, however, he fades back to his human face. 
 
    “Do you think I want to be like this?” he asks. “I fell for temptation. We all did. And now I want to go back to how things were before Sebastian, and you're my only chance. Please, Ramsey, you have to understand that. Even if this kills you, you have to understand that I'm desperate. You're my only hope. I don't want to end up like Dal, hunting humans and killing them. I don't want to be hungry anymore. I can't control myself, I can already feel the aching pain in my belly and I know that even if I satisfy it, it'll just come back later. I can't take it anymore and I demand that Sebastian comes back here and puts everything right!” 
 
    I flinch as I feel the full force of his anger, but then he turns away for a moment. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” he continues breathlessly, “but you're the only one I can use, Ramsey. I don't know why you have this connection to Sebastian and to the witch, why you can see the witch when other humans shouldn't be able to, but I don't really need to understand. Not really. I just need to use you to bring him back, and then I'm certain I can persuade him.” 
 
    Behind my back, I twist my left hand until finally I'm able to slip free of the restraints. The rope is now loose around my other hand, and I'm ready to make my move, but I don't know what that move should be. Ethan looks pretty fit, and I've not exactly been in many proper fights in my life. 
 
    Glancing to my left, I spot an old lamp on a low coffee table. 
 
    I have to time this just right, but I think maybe I can smack that against the side of his head and knock him out, or at least daze him for long enough that I'm able to run. 
 
    “Why did it come to this?” Ethan asks, closing his eyes and leaning forward as if he's in pain. “Why couldn't he just leave us the way he found us?” 
 
    I start slowly moving my left hand out from behind my back, ready to grab the lamp. 
 
    “I don't want to do this to you, Ramsey,” Ethan continues. “You have no idea how much I hate hurting humans. Dal doesn't mind. He even enjoys it. But I helped kill and eat that old man by the river last year, the one whose spirit I recreated for you to listen to tonight, and I don't ever want to kill again. I just want to go back to how I was before.” 
 
    Reaching up, I carefully take hold of the lamp. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    “Just know that I'll always be sorry for what happens next,” Ethan says, “but at least it'll end tonight. If hurting you means that no-one else in this town ever has to get hurt again, then that has to be a price worth paying. I'm so sorry, Ramsey, but I don't have any other options.” 
 
    He pauses, before opening his eyes and turning to me. 
 
    His gaze quickly flicks to the lamp. 
 
    “Sorry,” I stammer, before lunging at him and slamming the lamp against his head, knocking him back against the floor. 
 
    I hit him again, before dropping the lamp and clambering over Ethan. I race around the sofa, stumbling in the darkness, but I can just about make out the door ahead and - 
 
    “No!” Ethan shouts. 
 
    Suddenly something grabs me from behind, lifting me up from the floor and throwing me hard against the ceiling. I let out a cry of pain, but I'm already falling and a fraction of a second later I land on the back of the sofa and cry out again as I roll over the back and finally thud down against the floor. I immediately roll over, to try for the door again, but I feel a splitting pain in my left side and I freeze for a moment before letting out a gasp of pain. 
 
    And then I hear Ethan stepping closer. 
 
    Looking up, I see him towering above me. 
 
    “Sebastian noticed you a long time ago,” he says calmly. “I don't know why. It's not like he'd ever tell us, anyway. But something about you caught his attention, Ramsey, and I have to use that.” He crouches down next to me. “I have to. I need to get the forest back, my home, and I need to lose this hellish body and this rampant mind. I can't deal with all these emotions and thoughts and complications. I need my old life back, the life where I was just a spirit. I'm hoping that when he realizes you're in danger, Sebastian will come back. Or at least, he'll remember us here in Deal and he'll understand that he has to put things right. You have to realize that I'm doing this for all the right reasons.” 
 
    “Please just let me go,” I reply, as he reaches out and places a hand on the side of my head. “Ethan, I -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a spark of pain rushes through my head. I try to pull away, but Ethan keeps his hand on me and pushes my face down against the carpet. Screaming now, I can't even manage to struggle as the paralyzing pain ripples and rushes through my every sinew. It's as if all the layers of my mind are being torn away from one another, peeled one by one and causing the agony to keep building. I can hear Ethan whispering something nearby, but my ears are ringing with the sound of my own screams and every muscle in my body feels impossibly tense until – finally – Ethan lets go and I slump back down shaking against the carpet. 
 
    “Where is he?” he asks. 
 
    “Why would he care about any of this?” I gasp, struggling once again to get up and – once again – not quite managing. “If he's gone, he's probably already forgotten we even exist.” 
 
    “No, he remembers. He has to.” 
 
    “He probably wants me dead,” I point out. “I don't know why he even made this deal with me in the first place. Why didn't he just kill me?” 
 
    “Because he doesn't know what you are,” he replies. “He's curious and...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    As the pain's echo continues to throb through my body, I look up and see that he's deep in thought. 
 
    “Actually,” he continues, “you make a good point. Sebastian must have had a good reason to let you live. The only reason he'd do that is if he was scared that killing you would somehow make things worse for him. But why would that be?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I sob. “I don't know anything about any of this!” 
 
    “He's killed before,” Ethan points out, “so why not this time? He's terrified of the witch getting free, and it seems you might be one of the few who can see the witch. It'd make total sense to get rid of you, but instead he tried to appease you.” 
 
    He reaches down and touches my face again. I try to pull away, but he takes a firm hold of my chin and forces me to look up at him again. After a moment, however, I realize that in fact he seems to be studying me. 
 
    “There must be something about you,” he continues. 
 
    “I don't know,” I stammer, “I swear.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “I never asked to be part of this,” I continue, as tears run down my cheeks. “I came back to Deal to be with my father, and then I found out he was sick. And then I got a chance to save him, and I took it. That doesn't make me a bad person.” 
 
    “I never said it did.” 
 
    “All I care about is keeping my father alive.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I want everything to be normal again.” 
 
    “So do I.” He tilts his head slightly, while keeping his gaze fixed on me. “I'm sorry, Ramsey. I truly wish I could find another way.” 
 
    “But I -” 
 
    Suddenly the pain bursts back into my head, pulsing through my thoughts with such strength that I can't even cry out. The agony is so much worse than last time, and I swear I can feel fingers of pain stretching slowly through my body until a fist starts closing tight. It's as if Ethan is reaching directly into me, and the pain seems to last forever until finally I feel him pulling out and I fall forward, crying out as I hit the floor and then – completely without warning – vomiting all over the corner of the sofa. For a moment my stomach seems to be continually retching, and it takes a few more seconds before I'm finally able to roll onto my back and start getting my breath back. 
 
    I hear a car drive past the building, but the real world feels impossibly far away. 
 
    Somewhere nearby, Ethan is breathing heavily in the darkness. 
 
    “I was hoping that would be enough,” he says finally. “I'm not going to lie and claim this hurts me more than it hurts you, because that wouldn't be true at all. But it's certainly taking more out of me than I expected, and I'm surprised Sebastian still hasn't sensed your suffering. He should be here by now.” 
 
    “He doesn't care,” I gasp. “He's gone.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He's left this place far behind, and -” 
 
    “Ramsey...” 
 
    “He's gone!” 
 
    “No!” he shouts, suddenly leaning over me. “You're wrong! He's going to hear your screams and he's going to come back and he's going to fix everything! He's going to bring the forest back!” 
 
    “What if he doesn't?” I ask. 
 
    “He will!” 
 
    “It doesn't matter what you do to me,” I tell him. “He'll never notice. He'll never care. He won't even -” 
 
    Suddenly I cry out as Ethan places a hand on the side of my face. 
 
    “Please don't!” I sob, terrified that the pain is about to return. “I'm begging you, don't hurt me again. I'll do anything, I'll give you anything, but don't hurt me! Ethan, I -” 
 
    “MAKE HIM HEAR YOU!” he shouts, leaning closer. 
 
    I open my mouth to cry out, but in an instant the pain crashes through me yet again, this time even harder and faster than before. I don't even know how to cry out anymore, I can't even feel my own body. All I am now is pain, burning and crackling alone in a void, surrounded by nothing except endless reflections of my own agony. All thoughts cease, all concepts of time are gone, there's nothing except pain and more pain and searing, fathomless agony. I can feel myself disappearing into the heart of the pain, reducing to nothing, and then finally I start hearing a series of distant, rumbling thuds that sound almost like a heartbeat. I try to focus on those thuds, to use them so I can anchor myself to something real, but now I think I'm falling and - 
 
    Startled, I open my eyes and sit up, and then I slam back against the wall. I'm back in Ethan's home, breathless and covered in sweat, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. For a fraction of a second I barely even remember who I am, but then everything comes rushing back again and I sit in stunned silence until finally I look around and see that Ethan is over at the far end of the room, sitting – like me – with his back against the wall as he stares into darkness. 
 
    I wait, not daring to move. 
 
    This time, he doesn't say anything. 
 
    I wait a little longer, convinced that at any moment he's going to come back over and hurt me again. My heart is beating more normally now, but when I reach up to wipe sweat from my brow I feel matted hair stuck to my skin. 
 
    How long was I out? 
 
    “I can't do any more to you,” Ethan says finally. “Not without killing you. Your heart already stopped once and I had to bring you back. I had to hit your chest to get you breathing again.” 
 
    I try to sit up, but then I wince as I feel a sharp pain running from my collarbone all the way down to my belly. 
 
    “It's okay, you can relax,” he continues, his voice sounding a little fainter now and more dejected. “I thought I was willing to kill you in order to get Sebastian's attention, but I couldn't go through with it. That last time, just now, I spent almost an hour putting you through the strongest pain a human body can withstand. I pushed you to within an inch of death. Hell, I pushed you over, I barely managed to get you back. But I'm not going to kill you, Ramsey. You were right. Sebastian doesn't care.” 
 
    “An hour?” I gasp, realizing that I must have been unconscious. “It felt like forever.” 
 
    “You can leave,” he says, sounding completely drained. “My great plan fell through. I'll never get my home back. I can't stop the changes. It's over.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, convinced that this must be some kind of trick, but then slowly I force myself to sit up. The pain in my chest is intense and I feel as if I've been turned inside-out, and the sweat is drying cold against my face. Even now, I can't shake the fear that Ethan is going to attack me again, and finally I force myself to my feet and stumble toward the door. Last time I tried this, Ethan threw me against the ceiling, but this time I'm able to turn the handle and get the door out, and I step out into the hallway before stopping and turning to look back at him. 
 
    He's still sitting on the far side of the room. 
 
    He looks beaten. 
 
    He looks like he's lost all hope. 
 
    “I'm sorry I tried to use you,” he says. “I thought I was willing to go further. I thought I was willing to kill you. I guess I wasn't, after all.” 
 
    I try to think of something to say, but then I turn to leave. 
 
    “Dal's still out there,” he adds. 
 
    I stop in my tracks and look back at him again. 
 
    “My brother,” he continues. “He won't have gone far. He has different opinions to me. Whereas I wanted to get our forest back, and to go back to what I was before we met Sebastian, Dal is starting to embrace this new way of life. This need to eat. At some point, he's going to be impossible to ignore. Someone will have to find a way to stop him, if he can't stop himself.” 
 
    “Can he stopped?” I ask. 
 
    “I suppose so. Apparently we can be drowned, so there must be other ways to kill us.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask about those methods, but then I realize that Ethan seems completely despondent. Despite everything that he's done to me, I feel a little sorry for him. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I ask. 
 
    “I'll figure something out.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “That's for me to worry about. Not you. Goodbye, Ramsey. I'm sorry for everything.” 
 
    I want to tell him that he'll be okay, but I can still feel the pain echoing in my body and I'm terrified that he might hurt me again. If he changes his mind, he could probably do whatever he wants, so I think maybe I should just get out of here and figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble – I don't really know why – and then I turn again. 
 
    “Can I ask one more question?” he says suddenly. 
 
    I glance at him. 
 
    “Why did Sebastian call you a whore?” 
 
    I hesitate, before realizing that there's no real reason to hide the truth. 
 
    “I did something stupid once,” I tell him. “Before I came back to Deal. Some idiot filmed it and put it online. I guess in one way I should be grateful, though. Without that, I might never have come home. I might never have seen my father again. So I guess you could say that being called a whore is what brought me here and started all of this madness.” 
 
    With that, I walk away. 
 
    My legs are shaking, but somehow I manage to make it out of the house and onto the street. The cold night air hits me hard, and I stop for a moment and lean against a gate as I try to get my balance back. At that moment, a distant boom briefly fills the sky, as if a jet or some other kind of plane just raced overhead. I know I have to run, I know I have to get as far away from Ethan as possible, but at the same time I also know that next time I see Dad I'm going to have to come up with a story to keep him from asking more questions. 
 
    Or am I? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I finally realize that hiding the truth from him is never going to work. Sure, I might be able to stop him asking for a little while. Maybe. But in the end, I can't keep this up and he's going to figure out the truth. Maybe I should get on top of that and try to retain at least a little control over how it all comes out. Maybe, just maybe, I can make Dad understand why I did what I did last year. And then everything will be okay, and we can get on with our lives. 
 
    Finally I start making my way along the street. I walk slowly, and I have to stop several times to get a little strength back. The pain has left me feeling broken, and on top of that I keep looking over my shoulder to make sure that Ethan hasn't changed his mind and come after me again. Still a little dazed from everything that has happened tonight, I somehow manage to take several wrong turns, and eventually I end up almost walking along the street that leads to Dad's office. Just as I'm about to turn around, however, I spot a familiar figure heading up the steps at the front of the station, and I realize Dad's going inside. 
 
    “Hey!” I call out, waving at him but not managing to shout very loud. “Dad!” 
 
    He doesn't hear me, and I watch as he makes his way through the door. 
 
    Setting off after him, I check my phone and see that it's still only 4am. I can't imagine why Dad would be out and about at such a late hour, although I guess maybe he's looking for me. He should be at home with Harry, keeping her company after Buddy's death, and I'm going to feel really bad if I've kept him up. I hurry to the steps and up to the door, and then I make my way into the building. The lights are on in Dad's office, so I head to the door and then I stop for a moment, trying to figure out exactly how I'm going to start telling him everything. 
 
    Finally, realizing that I just have to get started, I push the door open and see Dad fiddling with his phone. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, trying to ignore the tightening sense of fear in my gut, “I need to -” 
 
    And then, stopping suddenly, I see that his clothes are torn and that there's blood smeared across one side of his face. 
 
    “Dad?” I say cautiously. “What happened to you?” 
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    “What do you mean, attacked?” Ramsey asks as I frantically check the cables at the back of the computer. “Attacked by who?” 
 
    “That's what I'm trying to find out,” I reply, before turning to her. “Were you out there by yourself, just wandering around?” 
 
    “I was -” 
 
    “You could have been killed! I thought you were at home!” 
 
    “The last time I saw you, I stormed out!” 
 
    “I assumed you'd be smart enough to go home eventually! You're not an idiot, Ramsey, even if you pretend to be one sometimes.” 
 
    Pushing past her, I hurry out into the main office and then over to the front door. I peer out at the dark street for a moment, but there's no sign of that creature having followed me this far. It's probably still out there, feeding on whatever's left of Michaels' body, although I'm sure it's going to be finished before too long. And then, if my worst fears come true, that thing might not simply retreat back out across the charred forest. It might come into town. 
 
    I lock the door before turning and seeing that Ramsey has followed me through. 
 
    “I can't get in touch with anyone,” I tell her, still trying not to panic. “Phones, computers, everything. They're all dead.” 
 
    She takes her phone from her pocket and takes a look at the screen. As she does so, I can't help but notice that her hands are trembling. 
 
    “I've got no signal,” she says. “Have you tried -” 
 
    “I've tried everything,” I explain, cutting her off. “The landlines are down too, it's almost as if...” My voice trails off for a moment as I try to figure out what's really happening. “It's almost as if the entire town has been cut off from the outside world.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” she asks. “Who could do that?” 
 
    “I don't know, but we need to get a message out fast,” I reply, heading past her and going back through to my office. “I don't know what I saw out there tonight, but it killed Michaels and Coles and bullets didn't seem to make a scratch in the damn thing.” I try the phone again, but there's still no connection and I'm starting to think that the creature has somehow managed to isolate us. “We need back-up. I need to contact people who can get the military in here. We're not dealing with something we can contain here, Ramsey. I don't know what that thing is, but we need help.” 
 
    “You're starting to scare me,” she replies, following me through. “I'm not -” 
 
    Before she can finish, she bumps her foot against the safe. She lets out a gasp of pain, and I turn just in time to see the safe's door creak open. 
 
    “What did you do?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing, I just stubbed my toe.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I reply, shocked that after all my efforts she managed to get the safe open simply by banging it on the side. 
 
    I hurry over and crouch down, frantically reaching into the safe to find whatever Buddy kept hidden. As I reach my hands inside, however, I feel absolutely nothing. I check every inch of the safe's interior, but it's completely empty. I guess I must have been wrong earlier when I assumed that the number 1244 referred to this damn thing, although if that's the case I have no idea what Buddy was on about just before he died. 
 
    “What's in there?” Ramsey asks. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I hurry back over to my laptop. 
 
    “I might know what's causing this,” Ramsey says suddenly. 
 
    Glancing back at her, I see an expression of pure fear in her eyes. 
 
    “I might know what it is, Dad,” she continues. “There's something out there. I heard about it tonight, from someone who... Well, from someone who should know. I think I know what attacked you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    She hesitates, as if she's scared to tell me. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask again, stepping toward her. “Ramsey, I need to know right now!” 
 
    “I don't know how to even begin explaining,” she replies, with tears in her eyes. “Dad... I think it might all be my fault.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You can't expect me to believe all that,” I say finally, once Ramsey has stopped talking and sits sniffing on the chair by the door. “Ramsey, what you just told me -” 
 
    “It's true,” she replies, wiping her eyes with a tissue. “Every word of it, Dad. I swear.” 
 
    “Last year, you told me you -” 
 
    “I lied to you!” she blurts out. “Don't you get it? I had to! I was scared, and I didn't know what to do, so I lied to you. And I've been lying ever since.” She sniffs back more tears. “That thing out there, the thing that attacked you, sounds like the creature Ethan described. Ethan's one of them. There used to be more of them, but now there are only two left.” 
 
    “The one called Dal?” I ask. “You think this monster has a name?” 
 
    “It's hungry,” she explains. “It won't stop.” 
 
    “Wait,” I reply, “back up. I still don't understand who this Sebastian person is. He's -” 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” she says, getting to her feet, “but right now the creature is out there, and you can't be sure that he'll stay away from the town. You have to warn people, you have to make sure they protect themselves in case they're in danger.” 
 
    “What exactly should I say?” I ask. “If I tell them there's some kind of monster on the loose, they'll laugh in my face.” 
 
    “But it's the truth!” 
 
    “So you keep saying, but that's a lot you're asking me to believe.” 
 
    “I'm not -” 
 
    “You say this thing came from the forest,” I continue. “You say they lived out there until it all burned down. I can believe that. At least, I think I can. It's the rest of it that's a little more difficult, because you're making these things out to sound like they're... unreal. And now you're telling me that there are actually two of them.” 
 
    “Ethan's not dangerous.” 
 
    “Sure he's not,” I point out, “but you don't seem to have any proof of this. Where is this Ethan guy now?” 
 
    “He's at his place,” she replies, but I can tell that she's holding something back. “He... I was there with him, but I came to find you. But Dad, honestly, Ethan isn't dangerous. He told me he's managed to hold himself back, and I believe him.” 
 
    “And his name's Ethan?” I ask. “That seems like a very ordinary name for a monster.” 
 
    “It's not his actual name,” she explains. “I can't remember what he's really called, but he took the name Ethan because he wanted to fit in. It's the other one you have to worry about, the one named Dal. Ethan said that Dal's hungry, and that he can't hold back. If he's already killed two people -” 
 
    “And attacked at least two others,” I add. 
 
    “Then we need to stop him,” she continues, with tears in her eyes. “Sebastian won't cancel the deal, I'm certain, he doesn't even care about us so long as I keep my side. Which I will, I swear. There's no way I'd ever do anything to let that witch out of her prison.” 
 
    “We'll talk about that deal stuff later,” I tell her, “but right now we have a public safety emergency and I want military personnel on their way here by sunrise. For all we know, that thing might be heading into town right now, and I've seen what it can do.” Grabbing my keys, I head around the desk and over toward the door. “I want that monster dead, Ramsey. It killed two fine people and I want it scrubbed from the face of the planet, and the same goes for any others like it. I need to know where your friend Ethan lives and -” 
 
    “Ethan hasn't done anything!” 
 
    “He can tell that to the men with bigger guns,” I reply, stopping and glancing back at her. “Come on, we have to find some way to call for help, and I think I have an idea. Let's move.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “You'll see.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I don't have time to argue with you!” I snap. “We're taking a car, and we're going to the clinic down the road. They have a satellite phone and I'm pretty sure that at least that damn thing will work. Now don't make me tell you again, Ramsey. We're getting out of here!” 
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    “Are you sure we shouldn't be warning people?” I ask as Dad drives us along the dark street. “It'll be morning soon. If the creature comes to town -” 
 
    “There'd be panic,” he says, interrupting me. He's interrupting pretty much everything I've tried to say since we left the station. “I need them to stay calm while I figure out a solution to all this. While I call in for back-up.” 
 
    “Like Buddy?” 
 
    He glances at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That's how Buddy used to do things, isn't it?” I continue. “He'd deal with things in his own way. Things from the forest. He wouldn't really tell people what was going on, he'd just sort it all out for them.” I wait for him to reply, but now his eyes are on the road again and he seems annoyed. “He always said it was in their best interest to let him handle the truth, and they liked it that way, didn't they?” 
 
    “I'm nothing like Buddy,” he replies. “You don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    “I thought he taught you everything you know.” 
 
    I wait, but this time he doesn't even bother to reply. I can tell he's mad at me, even though he's biting his tongue. I want to ask him what he's thinking, but I guess I should let him focus on the whole saving-the-town-from-a-monster thing for now rather than insisting on a father-daughter heart-to-heart. There'll be time for all that later. 
 
    “You know I didn't mean that stuff earlier, right?” I continue. “When I was acting like a brat at home and I said you were a bad parent. I was just trying to distract you.” 
 
    “I wasn't there for you while you were growing up,” he replies, keeping his eyes on the road, “but I think I've come to know you pretty well over the past year. You're a lot of things, Ramsey Kopperud, but a spoiled brat isn't one of them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, with a faint smile. “I think.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, watching the road. 
 
    “So what are the other things?” I ask. 
 
    “What other things?” 
 
    “You said I can be a lot of things.” 
 
    “You can be a pain in the butt sometimes.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And stubborn.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “None of which can't be because of me,” he adds. “As you pointed out, I wasn't even around much while you were growing up.” 
 
    “Maybe it's genetic, then,” I point out. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “Or maybe -” 
 
    And then, suddenly, I spot a figure up ahead, standing by the side of the road. 
 
    We flash past and I turn to look back at her. 
 
    It's Sophia Landsome again. That pale, ghostly little girl was right there next to a mailbox, and she kept her gaze fixed on me as we drove along. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I ask, unable to shake a creepy chill that's running up my spine. “Did you see her?” 
 
    “Who was it?” he replies. 
 
    “It was Sophia!” I turn to him. “It's like she's following me around.” 
 
    “There was no-one there.” 
 
    “How can you have missed her?” I ask. “She was right there!” 
 
    “You're imagining things,” he says dismissively. “You're not in a healthy state of mind, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I saw Sophia Landsome!” I say firmly. “Why won't you believe me?” 
 
    “You're coming out with a lot of stuff tonight that's a little unlikely,” he replies. “There's no such thing as ghosts, Ramsey. It's probably just the stress getting to you.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “And we have to stay focused. I'm sure there's a perfectly reasonable explanation for that thing I saw tonight, it's just the fear and the panic that's making it difficult for me to understand exactly what happened. I'll get there, though. I'm going to figure this out eventually.” 
 
    “A few minutes ago,” I reply, “you seemed like you believe that -” 
 
    Suddenly I spot a familiar building up ahead. 
 
    “That's Ethan's house,” I whisper, before turning to Dad. “Stop the car, I can prove everything! I can show you exactly what's going on, and it'll only take two minutes! Dad, when you see Ethan's evidence and you talk to him, you'll realize you have to evacuate the town right now!” 
 
    He sighs. “Ramsey -” 
 
    “I'll prove it to you!” I yell. “Dad, I swear on my life, everything you could want to know is in Ethan's notes. You'll see that you're handling this all wrong!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ethan!” I call out, banging again on the door. “It's me! It's Ramsey! Please, you have to open up! It's important!” 
 
    “You said this would take two minutes,” Dad sighs behind me. “Ramsey, this delusion of yours is -” 
 
    “Ethan!” I slam both my fists on the door, causing it to rattle in its frame, but there's still no sound of Ethan coming to answer. “I'm sorry about what happened earlier,” I continue, “but I've brought someone to see you. It's important. Please, I need you to prove to him that everything I've said is true!” 
 
    “That's enough,” Dad replies, turning and heading toward the top of the steps. “I'm out of here. Ramsey, you're coming with me.” 
 
    “I'm not taking no for an answer,” I say, before taking a moment to steady myself and then kicking the door as hard as I can. I aim for the lock, and I'm shocked when the wood cracks and the door slams open. In fact I'm so shocked, I almost fall into the room, although I manage to steady myself at the last moment and then I immediately start looking for a light-switch on the wall. “He must be out,” I stammer. “I guess the door was old. Wait a moment.” 
 
    “Ramsey!” Dad hisses. “What the hell are you doing? You can't just break into someone's home!” 
 
    “There!” I flick a switch in the darkness, and a light comes to life above us. “It's all his -” 
 
    And then I freeze as I see that everything is gone. All Ethan's notes, all his books and folders and binders, have been taken away, leaving just a bare and rundown old room with a few tattered pieces of furniture. It's as if, in the short time I was away, Ethan managed to completely gut the place. Stepping forward, I tell myself that this has to be some kind of a joke, that he's simply been tidying things away, but then I spot the open bedroom door and I see that there's nowhere else for Ethan to have hidden things. 
 
    He's gone. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I hear our last exchange from earlier tonight: 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I'll figure something out.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “That's for me to worry about. Not you. Goodbye, Ramsey. I'm sorry for everything.” 
 
    And now he's really gone. I take a couple more steps forward and look all around, still hoping against hope that somehow by some miracle I'll see a scrap of proof that he's here, or maybe a clue as to where he's gone. There's nothing, though, and finally I turn and see Dad watching me from the doorway. He doesn't look very impressed. 
 
    “He was here,” I say, unable to keep the shock from my voice. There are tears welling in my eyes, too. “Dad, I swear, Ethan was right here just a couple of hours ago. I was with him. He had all these notes and he knew so much about Sebastian.” 
 
    “And he's a creature from the forest, right?” 
 
    “That's right, and -” 
 
    “And he managed to rent a place? With money he, what, found growing on a bush?” 
 
    “I don't know how he managed everything,” I reply. “He's smart. He figured it out. The important thing -” 
 
    “The important thing is that we get out of here,” he says, cutting me off. “I need to get to the clinic, Ramsey, and there's no way in hell I'm letting you out of my sight, not tonight. Now let's get back to the car.” 
 
    I turn and look around again. 
 
    “He can't have left,” I whisper. “He's...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize that Ethan has cut and run. Maybe he gave up on my usefulness, or maybe he came up with another idea, or maybe he simply went back to the forest. I guess I should be glad he's gone, after everything he did to me and after all the lies, but in some weird way I feel like I understand his actions. He's scared and he wants his home back, and I think deep down he's a good person. There's so much more I wanted to ask him. 
 
    “Okay, Ramsey, we've wasted enough time here.” 
 
    Suddenly Dad grabs my hand and pulls me across the room, then out onto the landing. 
 
    “I don't have time for this,” he snaps. “Lives could be in danger and I need to call for back-up right now! I need help from government agencies to deal with whatever the hell I saw out there in what's left of the forest!” 
 
    “Wait!” I reply, pulling away and turning to look back around the room. I should be glad that Ethan's gone, after everything he put me through, but he was the one person who seemed to understand what's happening tonight. 
 
    I thought he could help us. 
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    “Stay real close to me,” I tell Ramsey as we hurry to the clinic's back door. “You're not leaving my side until help gets here.” 
 
    With that, I try the door, only to find that it's locked. There are lights inside, so I immediately start knocking. There has to be at least a night-guy on duty. 
 
    “Hey!” I shout. “This is Sheriff Kopperud! Open the door!” 
 
    “What about Harry?” Ramsey asks. 
 
    I turn to her. “What about Harry?” 
 
    “She's at our place,” I point out. “She's alone, she's probably asleep. Aren't you worried about her?” 
 
    “I'm worried about everyone,” I reply. “I'm worried about the whole town.” 
 
    “Don't you think you should tell her what's happening?” she asks. “Shouldn't you give her the chance to decide what to do?” 
 
    “Don't try to be smart with me,” I reply, as I hear footsteps approaching the other side of the door. “You're not going to make a point that way.” 
 
    As I turn and hear the door's security system buzzing, however, I can't help thinking about Harry back at the house. Maybe she's fast asleep, or maybe she woke up and – not being able to get in touch with me – she headed home. She could be out on the street right now, and then that thing might stumble across her and... 
 
    “Sheriff Kopperud,” a short, balding man says as he opens the door. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I need to use your satellite phone,” I reply, pushing past him. “Is it in the office?” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “Lock the door behind us,” I add, hurrying along the corridor. “Is there anyone else here tonight?” 
 
    “No, just me,” the man replies, sounding startled. “We're not open for appointments until seven so -” 
 
    “Great,” I say, heading into the office and immediately spotting the satellite phone over on the desk. As I hurry and grab the handset, I'm already worrying about what will happen in the next couple of hours when people start waking up and are heading out to work. I keep telling myself that the creature will have retreated, that it won't have dared come all the way into town, but in the back of my mind I feel as if it was more daring than that. And as I tap an emergency number into the phone, I can't shake the fear that even now something dangerous could be creeping through the dark streets, searching for anyone who happens to have left their home in the night. 
 
    The satellite phone lets out a beep, and the connection fails. 
 
    “Is this thing working?” I ask, turning and seeing the man and Ramsey watching me from the doorway. The man's wearing a name-tag on his chest. “Eric,” I continue, “is this phone operational?” 
 
    “It should be,” he replies, coming over and taking the handset so he can check. He starts tapping at the buttons. “It's really only a back-up for when the other lines are down, but it's supposed to be available at all times.” 
 
    He mumbles something under his breath as he tries to make a call, but again there's an impotent beep and I can see from his expression that something's wrong. 
 
    “I guess it's having a bad morning,” he says finally. “Happens sometimes. We're not -” 
 
    “I need to get a message out of town,” I reply, cutting him off, “and I don't have much time. Do you have any other communication systems that might be working?” 
 
    “Just the regular phones,” he says, “although sometimes the satellite rig works better on the roof. I think it's all the systems we have down here, sometimes they -” 
 
    “Then I'll try the roof,” I tell him, grabbing the phone and hurrying out of the room, pushing past Ramsey. “Both of you stay down here. Did you lock the door like I told you to?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eric replies, “but -” 
 
    “I'll be back down in a couple of minutes,” I add as I spot a door to the stairwell. “Ramsey, don't tell this man anything he doesn't need to know.” I push the door open and start hurrying up the stairs, taking them two steps at a time as I race to the roof. My footsteps echo in the narrow, concrete-walled space, and I already have a strong suspicion that this satellite phone isn't going to work at all. 
 
    Then what am I supposed to do? 
 
    If my only option is to get into a car and drive to the nearest town, can I really leave the town unprotected? How do I deal with this? 
 
    Pushing open the door at the top of the stairwell, I make my way out onto the building's cold roof. An icy breeze has picked up now, but I'm focused solely on trying to make another call with the satellite phone. I tap at the buttons and wait for a connection, and then I stop at the edge of the roof and look out across the town as I wait for that same beep of failure. 
 
    Deal looks so calm tonight. 
 
    So quiet. 
 
    We've never been a town with much in the way of night-life. For the most part, people live very quiet lives, although I know there are some folks who work night-shifts or who stay out late after a night at the bar. There are already people at risk, and as I watch the shadows I can't help searching for any sign of movement, for any hint that the creature has dared venture into town. 
 
    And then the satellite phone beeps, and I realize that even up here on the roof I'm not going to be able to get a connection. Which means that the whole town is cut off from the outside world. Even though I know it probably won't be much use, I immediately try again. Somehow I have to get through and call for help. 
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    “So Sheriff Kopperud seems kinda intense tonight,” Eric says, sitting on his wheelie-chair and staring at me. “Is something up?” 
 
    “It's nothing,” I reply. 
 
    “Nothing, huh?” He pauses. “I mean, it's half past four in the morning. Seems like a lot of running around for nothing.” 
 
    “It's just something he's...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    Dad might be good at brushing off people's fears, and Buddy might have been an expert, but I just want to scream at this guy to get the hell out of town. And to take everyone else with him, too. Unfortunately, I know Dad's in charge and I keep telling myself that I have to trust him, even though I'm worried he's making a terrible mistake by not telling everyone to evacuate. 
 
    “It's just something, uh...” 
 
    I still can't finish that sentence. 
 
    “So it's nothing and it's something at the same time?” Eric asks. 
 
    “Sorta.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    I try to force a smile, but I can't quite manage. Dad's been up on the roof for a few minutes now, but those minutes have been excruciating. This Eric guy seems nice, but he just keeps staring at me and he's putting me on edge. Finally, after a couple more seconds, I realize I need to get out of the room. 
 
    “I'm just going to go and find the bathroom,” I say, heading to the door. 
 
    “I'll show you.” 
 
    “No!” I turn just as he starts getting up from the chair, but now he's frozen halfway. “I think I saw a sign,” I add. “I'll be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “If he comes back down while I'm gone,” I add, “just tell him I'll be back in a couple of minutes. And tell him not to get all funny about me leaving the room. I'll just go to the bathroom and back, that's all.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to reply, I push the door open and head out into the hallway, and then I look around for any kind of sign that might lead me to the bathroom. There's nothing, however, so I start walking away from the entrance hallway, hoping for the best. I know the main door to the building is locked, so I'm pretty sure we're safe in here. And if Dad gets mad at me for going to the bathroom then, well, that's just something I'll have to deal with. 
 
    I push open a set of double doors and continue along another corridor. And then, as I pass a door with a glass panel, I happen to glance into one of the rooms and I stop as I see a body laid out on a table. 
 
    It's Buddy. 
 
    I can't believe they'd just leave him out like that, but I guess they had to put him somewhere and – as I step closer to the glass panel and peer through – I see that he's just been left exposed for everyone to see. I know small-town facilities sometimes cut corners, but this still seems a little disrespectful. 
 
    “Hey Buddy,” I whisper. “How's things?” 
 
    Damn, that was a stupid thing to say. How flippant can I get? 
 
    I turn to walk away, but then I realize that there are several sheets piled up on a trolley next to Buddy. I shouldn't interfere, but at the same time the poor old guy is laid out naked for everyone to see and I don't like that. I glance around, to make sure that nobody's watching, and then I push the door open and step into the room. Heading over to the trolley, I take one of the sheets and then I set it over Buddy, quickly covering him completely so that at least he won't be visible to everyone who shows up here in the morning. 
 
    If the staff here don't like that, then they shouldn't have left him out like that in the process. 
 
    “Rest in peace,” I say, figuring that I should try showing some respect, and then I turn and head back to the door. 
 
    Suddenly I freeze as I hear a rustling sound over my shoulder. I stay completely still for a moment, with one hand on the door, and then slowly a creaking noise fills the room. I don't dare turn, not immediately, but then I force myself to glance over my shoulder so I can prove to myself that - 
 
    I let out a shocked gasp and step back as I see that Buddy is now sitting up on the table and staring at me. 
 
    “You called?” he asks, his jaw clicking with each move. “What do you want, Ramsey?” 
 
    “No, this...” 
 
    “I'm a busy man,” he continues, and now a plastic tube is waggling as it pokes out from the side of his neck. “I was in the middle of something earlier when I sensed your pain. You can't just snap your fingers and expect my attention, you know. It doesn't work like that.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    Before I can finish that sentence, however, I realize that a faint smile is curling across Buddy's lips. And as I stare at his pale, dead face, I realize that this isn't Buddy at all. 
 
    “Sebastian?” I whisper, as I feel my heart starting pounding faster than ever. 
 
    “You were in agony,” he says. “Why? What happened?” 
 
    My knees feel weak and I'm convinced I'm going to faint at any moment. 
 
    “I could have come to you in some other way,” he continues, “but I thought you'd appreciate the personal touch. I think I vaguely remember this man. I think he came to the forest once or twice, back in the day. Maybe not, though. When you live as long as I've lived, it can be very difficult to keep everything straight in your head. But seriously, Ramsey, you look utterly terrified. Please, try to pull yourself together and tell me what you want.” 
 
    “Where are you?” I stammer. 
 
    “That doesn't matter.” 
 
    “Are you here? Did you come back to Deal?” 
 
    “I wouldn't have bothered with this little trick if I could just stroll through the front door, would I?” he replies. “I'm far enough away that I felt the need to place a long-distance call via this man's corpse. Now can you please get on with it? I have things to do.” 
 
    “I wasn't calling for you,” I tell him, trying to keep from panicking. “I don't want anything. I want you to leave us alone and stay away.” 
 
    “I sensed your pain,” he replies. “You were screaming out at me.” 
 
    “Not at you,” I say. “That was something else. Just go. Forget about us. Go away, please!” 
 
    “How is your father?” he asks. 
 
    “He's fine, now go!” 
 
    “Are you enjoying having your father with you, Ramsey?” His smile grows. “I hope you're not thinking about breaking our deal. It's a good deal, Ramsey. You should stick to it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I'm going to, I swear.” 
 
    “So this was a false alarm?” 
 
    “It was...” 
 
    My voice trails off, as I realize that maybe I shouldn't tell him about Ethan or about anything else that's happening. Dad will deal with all of that, and then finally everything will be okay. 
 
    “I hope you're not trying to act naturally,” he continues, “because you look extremely nervous, even through a dead man's eyes. Now if you'll excuse me, Ramsey, it's cold where I am and I have to go to the store. I have a full life, you know. The days of hiding away in a forest are over and I like my new habits. I'd strongly suggest that you need to get on with your own, and that way you never have to even think about me again.” 
 
    “And you won't break the deal?” I ask. 
 
    “Break it?” He hesitates for a moment. “Why would I ever do that, Ramsey? I got what I wanted, and you got what you wanted. Let's leave it at that. Let's never speak again.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” I whisper, and now I realize I'm shaking with fear. 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to ask me while I'm here?” he adds. “I mean it, Ramsey. I only came to you today out of courtesy. It's almost four o'clock in the morning, you're lucky I'm even up this late.” 
 
    I look at the clock on the wall. 
 
    It's almost five. 
 
    “If this is the last time we ever talk,” he continues, “then make it count. If you have any lingering doubts or fears, let's put them to bed now.” 
 
    “Do you promise he'll be okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Your father? Of course, that's at the heart of the deal. Unless he suddenly gives up on life and decides to do himself in, nothing external can kill him. I thought I made this quite clear last time, Ramsey. All you have to do is stick to your side of the deal, and forget that I even exist. That's not too difficult, is it? Just put me out of your mind and get on with your existence. It's really that simple, Ramsey. Don't do that tiresome human thing and over-complicate matters. Just sit back and enjoy the benefits of the deal.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before nodding. 
 
    “Goodbye, Ramsey,” he adds. “Let's not do this again.” 
 
    He starts to smile, but then suddenly Buddy's body slumps back and lands hard on the metal table. His head bangs against the surface in the process, causing a sickening cracking sound, but now the body is still again. 
 
    “Wait!” I blurt out, taking a step forward as I realize there's one thing I forgot to ask him. “I need to talk to you about the forest! The creatures that are left, they want to go back! Can you do that for them?” 
 
    He doesn't reply. 
 
    His dead eyes are open, staring up toward the ceiling, but it's obvious now that Sebastian is long gone, leaving behind only Buddy's discolored corpse. 
 
    I should get out of here, but instead I take another step toward the body, just in case there's any chance that Sebastian's presence is lingering. If I could get him to bring the forest back, then maybe Ethan and that other creature would be able to simply go back to where they used to live, and no-one would ever have to suffer again. 
 
    “Sebastian?” I whisper, before realizing that maybe I need to be a little louder. “Sebastian, there's one more thing. I'm not over-complicating it, I swear. I just need to ask you something. It's not even for me.” 
 
    I stop and wait, but Buddy's dead face doesn't move. 
 
    “Please,” I continue, even though I know Sebastian will be angry if I call him back. Then again, I'm starting to think he can't even hear me anyway. Not now. “It's not for me, it's for someone else. I want to put things right for the things in the forest.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Please,” I say, and then I reach out and touch his cold, dead arm. Just in case somehow Sebastian can still feel Buddy's body. “I need -” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Startled, I turn to find that Dad is standing in the doorway. I hesitate for a moment, not sure what to say, and then I move my hand away from Buddy. 
 
    “I was just -” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing in here?” he continues, storming over to me and pulling the sheet over Buddy's face. “Why did you uncover him?” 
 
    “I didn't!” I protest. “He was -” 
 
    “I don't want to hear it!” Grabbing my arm, he starts leading me over toward the door. I try to pull away, but his grip is too firm and he almost drags me out into the corridor. He reaches back and slams the door shut, and then he turns to me with an expression of pure anger. “What were you doing talking to Buddy's body?” 
 
    “It wasn't Buddy!” I stammer. “It was Sebastian, he was talking to me through Buddy! He knew I was in pain earlier and he thought I was trying to contact him. He used Buddy's body to talk to me, but I was so shocked I didn't think to ask him to help us, and then I couldn't get him to come back. I wanted to, that's why I was over at the table talking to him again, but...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize how completely ridiculous I must sound. 
 
    “You have to believe me,” I add finally, with tears in my eyes. “Dad, please...” 
 
    I wait, but he's simply staring at me, and I think maybe he actually thinks I've lost my mind. I guess I can't really blame him. I just have to find some way to make him understand. 
 
    “I don't have time for this now,” he says after a moment. “Ramsey, you're not seeing things properly. I don't know what's wrong with you but -” 
 
    “I'm not crazy!” I tell him. “Everything I've said has really happened!” 
 
    “Here's what we're going to do.” 
 
    “Dad, listen to me, I -” 
 
    “No!” he says firmly. “You're going to listen to me! I couldn't get in touch with anyone using the satellite phone, but I think maybe we've got some time to get help. I don't think that creature is going to come into town. There's a reason it's been attacking people out in what's left of the forest, and that reason is fear. So we're going to wait until morning so I can brief everyone at the station, and then you and I are going to drive until we can call the relevant government agencies.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Until then,” he adds, “I need you to wait right here. I know I said I don't want you leaving my side, but once the doors are locked this building is far safer than any car or parking lot. I have too many things to do, to check that the town is safe, so I need you to stay right here. I've already told Eric what he needs to know, and you'll be fine with him.” 
 
    “No. I'm coming with you.” 
 
    “No chance.” 
 
    “You can't just park me here like some kind of idiot!” 
 
    “I can't be checking over my shoulder every five seconds to see where you are, either!” 
 
    “You wouldn't -” 
 
    “I told you to stay in that office, and you couldn't even do that for five minutes!” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “This place is safe. It's boring. You're going to stay here for about an hour, until I come to fetch you. There's not going to be any arguing over this, Ramsey.” 
 
    “Dad, I -” 
 
    “I don't trust you!” 
 
    I open my mouth to argue with him, but then those words suddenly sink in and I see the sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he continues, reaching out to take my hand, “I didn't -” 
 
    “No, you're right,” I reply, pulling away. There are tears in my eyes, and I struggling to sniff them back. Dad's words cut deep, but I don't want him to see how much he hurt me just now. “If you can't trust me, then you can't trust me.” I shrug. “Big deal. I don't know what you think I can do about that, but whatever.” 
 
    He sighs. “Ramsey, I -” 
 
    “You said it. It's true. You can't trust me. Or rather, you don't trust me.” 
 
    “I just found you talking to a dead body.” 
 
    “And my explanation made no sense, so you think I'm a lunatic. I get it.” 
 
    “Just stay here,” he says firmly, “and we can talk about this later. I won't be long, but I'll be much faster if I know you're safe. Can you do this for me, Ramsey? Can you stop trying to help, and just... stay put?” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
    He reaches for my hand again, but again I pull away. 
 
    “You should get going,” I tell him, still struggling to hold back tears. “I'll be a good little girl and sit right here while you go fix everything. Just like Buddy used to do. And I'll be like the people of this town, I'll just sit obediently and not do anything. Except I have one advantage over them, which is that at least I know something terrible is happening.” 
 
    “We'll talk about this later,” he replies, before turning and walking away. “Go to Eric's office and stay there.” 
 
    I want to insist that I go with him, but somehow I manage to hold back. At least I know that nothing bad can happen to him, because the deal with Sebastian still holds. In a way, he's almost like a kind of superhero, although I'm still worried as he heads through the double doors and disappears. Fortunately, I know that I'll get a chance to talk this through with him later, when the whole mess is over. 
 
    Somehow, I'll force him to believe me. 
 
   


 
  

 Fifty-Two 
 
    Sheriff James Kopperud 
 
      
 
    As I drive slowly along the main street, I can't help looking nervously at the people who are already emerging into the bare light of early dawn. Already, the town is starting to wake up, and these people have no idea that they might be in danger. Still, at least everything looks normal, and there's nothing to indicate that the creature has crossed the border and come into Deal. 
 
    I was right. I still have to call for help, without panicking everyone. That doesn't mean I'm like Buddy, though. It just means that I'm trying to keep order. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “James, is that you?” 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, I realize I'm caught. I was hoping to drop by the house and grab a few things while Harry slept, but now I can hear her coming through from the bedroom. Sure enough, a moment later she steps into view and then stops for a moment, ruffling her messy hair as she blinks sleep from her eyes. 
 
    “Are you just going to work?” she asks groggily. “You weren't out all night, were you?” 
 
    “I just need to grab a few things,” I tell her. 
 
    “I slept like a brick,” she replies, coming over and putting her arms around me. She's sniffing a lot, and I can tell she's on the verge of tears. “Those pills you gave me really worked. I had all these crazy dreams. The weird thing is, none of them were about Dad. Isn't that strange?” 
 
    “You can't control what you dream about,” I point out. 
 
    “I was running,” she continues. “In the dream, I mean. I was running and screaming, right down the main street. There was this thing coming after me, like a monster, but nobody else cared. Nobody else even seemed to notice. I was running for my life, but this thing was catching up to me. I barely even saw what it looked like. All I remember is -” 
 
    “Can this wait?” I ask. “I have to get to the station.” 
 
    “All I remember is glistening jet-black skin,” she says, “and all these really sharp teeth. I mean, it sounds kind of lame, but in the dream it was absolutely terrifying. And it was hungry. I don't even know how I could tell, but this thing was ravenously hungry and for some reason I was the only person it was after. It was relentless, and I knew I couldn't out-run it. And then it jumped on me from behind and forced me to the ground, and I felt its teeth slicing into my neck.” 
 
    She touches the side of her neck, as if she's reliving that moment. 
 
    “It felt really real,” she adds, before shaking her head. “I guess a combination of sleeping pills and Dad's death must have really done a number on me, huh? Normally my dreams are quite a bit more mundane than all that.” 
 
    “It was just a dream,” I reply, although I can't help but think she was describing – with startling accuracy – the creature I saw tonight. That's impossible, though. Just a coincidence. “I might not be around much today,” I continue. “I'm so sorry, Harry, but something important has come up and I have to deal with it. I might have to head out of town for a few hours.” 
 
    “That's okay,” she says, sniffing back more tears. “I'll be fine. Maybe I'll ask Ramsey if she wants to come do a few errands with me.” 
 
    “Ramsey's going to be busy too.” 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    “It's complicated. I -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I realize that maybe I should tell Harry what's happening. Almost immediately, however, I imagine the sheer panic she'd feel, and I force myself to focus on the fact that I'll be getting help for the whole town. More than likely, nothing remotely bad is going to happen and this whole mess can be dealt with before anyone has to worry. After all, that's how Buddy did things and for the most part he kept Deal safe. I don't want to be like Buddy most of the time, but right now I figure I could take a page out of his book. 
 
    “You look worried,” Harry says. 
 
    I force a smile. 
 
    “Me? No. Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about Buddy.” 
 
    “It looked like something else.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    She bites her bottom lip. 
 
    “Everything's fine,” I tell her, before leaning closer and kissing her on the forehead. “I mean it. I have to do some things today, but tomorrow we'll spend the whole day together. We'll figure out how to take our minds off everything that's been happening. I promise.” 
 
    “You're weird sometimes,” she replies. “You know that, right? I guess that's why I love you.” 
 
    She leans toward me and kisses me on the cheek, then she turns and heads through toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Don't have too much fun without me,” she calls back. “See you later!” 
 
    “See you later,” I reply before opening the front door and stepping outside. 
 
    For a moment, I consider going back into the house and fetching Harry, and making her come with me today. I hate leaving her all alone, especially when her father died just a day ago, but I have no choice. I need to get a message out of Deal, to whoever can help us deal with that creature, and I'm sure I'll manage that before anyone gets hurt. In fact, as I pull the door shut, I'm already starting to think about something that's been on my mind for a while. 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I take out the ring-case I've been carrying around for the past month. I open the lid and look inside, and I see the ring I had so much trouble picking out at the store. I've been delaying the moment when I ask Harry the big question, and I know that after Buddy's death I'll have to wait a while longer, but at some point soon I'm going to summon the courage. 
 
    This year. 
 
    Yeah, definitely this year. 
 
    I'll ask her this year, and then – if she agrees to marry me – we'll tie the knot next summer. It won't have to be a big ceremony, the important thing is that I make an honest woman of her. And that she makes an honest man out of me. 
 
    Heading to the car, I climb in and slip the ring back into my pocket. There'll be time for daydreaming later, but right now I need to get to the station and figure out a back-up plan, and then I have to collect Ramsey and get far enough out of town to make a call. I have no idea who or what is blocking the signals, but in the back of my mind I'm still hoping that the whole thing with the phones and the internet is coincidence. In fact, as I drive along the street and then take a left, I'm already running through a few ideas in the back of my mind. 
 
    That creature can't have cut the entire town off. 
 
    The idea's preposterous. 
 
    Whatever that thing might have been, it certainly wasn't sophisticated. Most likely, the phone lines are just suffering from a bug and the internet's down because it uses the same systems. And the satellite phone... 
 
    Well, I don't have an explanation for that, but I'm not the most technically-minded guy on the planet. 
 
    And then, as I take another left and head through the outskirts of the main shopping district, I spot a young couple sleeping on a bench near the old video store. It's a little odd to see people dozing so early in the morning, but I guess maybe they had a rough night. I slow the car as I go past, so I can get a better look at them, but then I realize I can see a few more people sleeping at their tables in the diner. 
 
    Staying at low speed, I look out the other side of the car. 
 
    Sure enough, there's someone asleep on another bench, and I can't help feeling an inkling of concern as I realize that I don't see anyone actually walking around. There's no other traffic on the streets, either, although a moment later I spot people sleeping in several cars, as if they simply fell asleep in their seats. By the time I get to the intersection, I'm starting to realize that something is seriously wrong, and finally I come to a halt just in time to spot several people sleeping soundly at the bus-stop. It's as if the entire town is taking a nap at the same time, and... 
 
    Suddenly I jolt awake in my seat. I didn't even notice it happening, but for a moment there I was starting to close my eyes. The car is still rolling forward, but I slam my foot on the brake as I feel myself drifting off again. I try to blink the fatigue away, but something definitely seems to be pulling me under and finally my head droops and my eyes close as I fall asleep. 
 
    Almost immediately, I start dreaming. I'm running along the main street and - 
 
    My eyes blink open as I realize I can hear a rumbling sound. I look around, still seeing people sleeping in the street, but the rumbling is getting louder and louder. Finally, realizing that something's headed this way, I turn around just in time to see a huge truck racing toward me along the street. 
 
    I try to hit the pedal, but I'm too late. 
 
    The truck smashes straight into the side of my car, shattering the metal and carbon fiber all around me with such force that I'm immediately thrown from the vehicle in a shower of glass and noise. 
 
    I don't even have time to scream. 
 
   


 
  

 Fifty-Three 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Hey there,” I say, snapping my fingers in front of Eric's face. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He opens his eyes, but he already looks incredibly sleepy. 
 
    “Damn,” he mutters, rubbing his face as he gets to his feet, “did it happen again?” 
 
    “That's three times you've nodded off in the past ten minutes,” I point out, as he goes to a sink in the corner of the room and splashes some cold water onto his face. “You know, it's okay if you just want to sleep. I can keep myself amused until my father comes back.” 
 
    Wow, I sound like a kid. 
 
    “I can't sleep on the job,” he says, before checking the clock on the wall, “although Sam should've been in to take over by now. My shift's over.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask about this Sam person, but then I hear a faint, distant clanging sound that seems to come from above us. Looking up, I watch the ventilation panel on the ceiling, and then I turn to see that Eric is squeezing the bridge of his nose. Already, his eyes look tired again and he seems to be on the verge of taking another impromptu nap. I never knew my company was so dazzling. 
 
    “I keep having this crazy dream,” he says after a moment. “It's the weirdest thing. I'm running along the street, right in the center of town, and this... thing is coming after me.” 
 
    “What kind of thing?” I ask. 
 
    “Like a...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “Never mind,” he says with a sigh. 
 
    Keeping my eyes fixed on him, I can't help feeling a  
 
    “You'll think I'm an idiot,” he continues finally, “but it's like a monster.” He chuckles. “You'd think I should be too old to dream about monsters, right?” 
 
    “What does this monster look like?” I ask, trying not to get too paranoid. 
 
    “I don't know, exactly.” He pauses, as if he's trying to remember. “It's fast, I'll tell you that. And it's not running after me, it's crawling. Weird, huh? It's scurrying along the street and no matter how fast I try to run, I just can't shake the damn thing. And it's like...” 
 
    Before he can finish, he breaks into a huge yawn, and I can tell that he's already struggling to keep from slipping back to sleep. I guess he's had a long night, not helped by having Dad and I show up like a pair of lunatics, and now he's splashing more water on his face as he tries desperately to stay awake. After a moment, he checks his watch again. “Damn it, why is Sam always late? Couldn't she just, for once, try not staying up all night playing dumb games?” 
 
    He sits on a nearby chair and rubs his face, but then he pauses and I start hearing more snores. 
 
    Great. 
 
    He's asleep again. 
 
    A moment later, I hear the clanging sound coming from above again. I look up at the ventilation panel, and now I'm more certain than ever that I can hear something in there. It sounds like maybe a bird or some other kind of wild animal is scrabbling about in one of the metal tubes, although I have to admit that a part of me is worried something larger might be up there. I tell myself to stop being paranoid, that there's no way the thing from the charred forest would have come to town and straightaway climbed into the vents of the clinic. I mean, that would be insane. 
 
    And really bad luck for me. 
 
    Still, as the sound continues, I get to my feet and walk to the center of the room. Staring up at the panel, I listen for a moment and try to make out the sound a little better over Eric's continued snores. 
 
    “It's just a bird,” I whisper to myself, trying to stop myself worrying. “Don't get jumpy now.” 
 
    And then, as suddenly as it began, the sound stops and I'm left hearing just the snores again. 
 
    There's nothing here. 
 
    I'm being paranoid, and I'm letting ordinary little sounds get to me. 
 
    “Hey, can you quit that?” I ask, turning to Eric. For some reason, his continued snoring is starting to annoy me. I'd like silence, so I know whether there are any other weird noises. “Do you really have to make that noise?” 
 
    I wait, before walking over to him and snapping my fingers in front of his face again, and then I nudge his shoulder. 
 
    “Can you stop snoring?” I ask. “Please?” 
 
    This time, he doesn't even stir. He seems to be in a deeper sleep than before, and I nudge him a couple more times before realizing that he seems to be way, way off. I guess maybe he uses some kind of medication to help himself sleep, and a moment later his snoring actually gets a little louder. His lips are moving too, as if he's almost talking to himself, but finally he lets out a faint murmur and shifts his weight. And then, from further down his body, I hear him let out a low, rumbling fart. 
 
    “Great,” I say with a sigh. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    Turning, I make my way across the room and open the door. I know I should stay right here like a good little girl until Dad comes back, but somehow all this obedience is making me feel itchy and scratchy. I never should have let Dad park me here like this, and as I make my way along the corridor (and away from Eric's ever-louder snores) I'm starting to feel particularly impotent and helpless. I get that Dad wants to handle this situation his way, but if I were in charge I'd be yelling at everyone to get out of town. 
 
    I guess there's a reason why I'm not in charge. 
 
    A moment later, as I get to the next intersection, I suddenly hear Eric's snores come to an abrupt halt. I turn and look back the way I came, but after just a couple of seconds the snores return. 
 
    At least someone is having a good morning, although I can't help but wonder why no-one else has shown up here yet. This clinic is supposed to be pretty busy, even this early, so I'd have thought there'd be some knocks on the door by now. 
 
    Instead, it's almost as the rest of the town has followed Eric's lead and nodded off. 
 
    “Come on, Dad,” I mutter, “what's taking you so long? I thought you were just going to sort some stuff out at the office.” 
 
    Spotting a door at the far end of the corridor, I figure I might as well go explore a little. I start wandering along, and when I reach the door I push it open and find a room filled with tall, thin cream-colored metal canisters. 
 
    “Oxygen,” I read from the side of the nearest canister. “Keep away from flames.” 
 
    I step back and let the door swing shut. 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” 
 
    Looking along the next corridor, I see a few more doors. Seeing as no-one seems to be showing up, I decide to continue taking a look around. After just a few steps, however, I realize that maybe this isn't the right moment. After all, I was just 'looking around' earlier when I found Buddy's body, and that wasn't exactly a fun experience. I could go and try talking to him again, but deep down I know that Sebastian is already long gone, and I tell myself that maybe I should just do exactly what Dad told me to do. I should be sitting in that office, enduring Eric's snores, when he comes back. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, feeling the urge to go wandering, and then finally I turn and start heading back to the main office. With each step, Eric's snoring sounds a little louder and closer. 
 
    “Yeah, snooze through it all,” I say under my breath, still feeling slightly annoyed that Dad hasn't come back yet. “I'll just mooch around like a spare tire. It's not like I could actually help, anyway.” 
 
    Reaching the office, I push the door open. 
 
    “I'm only a -” 
 
    And then I freeze as I see that a black-skinned, glistening creature is sitting directly on Eric's chest. Leaning down, the creature has bitten deep into Eric's throat and is in the process of slowly tearing away a thick chunk of flesh, as blood sprays from the wound and spatters against the wall. 
 
    And through it all, Eric is still snoring. 
 
    The creature bites down hard on the chunk, before turning to look straight at me. 
 
    “You must be Ramsey,” he gurgles, with blood dribbling down his chin. “I've heard so much about you. I've been looking for -” 
 
    Before he can finish, the chair tilts and falls. Eric's bloodied body slams to the floor and the creature lands on top of him, briefly scrambling and slipping in the blood before turning to me with a snarl. 
 
    I instinctively slam the door shut and throw my weight against the handle to keep it from opening again. There's a glass window in the door, and a moment later the glistening creature stands up and stares straight at me through the glass. Now that I can see him up close, I can make out the dark lines that cover his face, and I can see a kind of clear liquid dribbling through tiny holes on his cheek. His eyes, meanwhile, are yellow with a hint of red around the edges. 
 
    “Relax,” he purrs, “I'm not going to use you to lure Sebastian back. Not like Jac. I don't particularly want to get the forest back.” He tilts his head slightly and grins, revealing two rows of razor-sharp teeth. “I quite like this new way of living.” 
 
    He tries to push the door open, and I barely manage to keep him from bursting through. I have no doubt, though, that he's capable of pushing a lot harder. 
 
    “Don't you have a romantic bone in your body?” he asks. “Surely you recognize the symbolic value of dying tonight. After all, Sebastian fretted so much about you. He was always mentioning your name. Oh, and he -” 
 
    Suddenly he tries the door again, even harder this time. I scream as I struggle to push back, and the door judders open an inch before I manage to push it back into its frame. 
 
    Next time, I might not be so lucky. 
 
    “You can't get out,” he continues. “All the exits are sealed, so all you can do is die. How does that feel, Ramsey? Isn't there some sense of relief, now you know that there's not even any point fighting? Now your death is imminent, can't you find some morsel of peace?” 
 
    I scream again as he slams a blood-stained hand against the glass. At the same time, I step back and almost release the door, but at the last moment I throw myself forward again, just as he tries to force it open. 
 
    He starts wiping his hand down the glass, smearing a trail of Eric's blood. 
 
    “I came looking for you, you know,” he says with a growing smile. “I don't know why you've been able to stay awake after I made everybody else sleep, but I suppose I don't need to know. Now why don't you open this door and we can get the matter over with? After all this time, I still don't remember what it's like to not be hungry.” 
 
    I can't stay here like this forever, but my heart is pounding and I don't have any other plans. After a moment I look along the corridor, and I see the exit at the far end. He said he'd sealed all the ways out, but I don't know for certain that he's telling the truth. If I can run fast enough, I might have a chance. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” the creature asks. “Are -” 
 
    Suddenly I run. 
 
    Letting go of the door, I race along the corridor as fast as I can, not even daring to look back. I quickly reach the farthest door and push the bar to force it open, only to find that something seems to be holding it shut. Looking down, I'm shocked to see that the bar itself has been melted at one spot, welding the entire door shut. I try one more time to force it open, and then I turn to see that the creature has begun to crawl after me on all-fours. 
 
    “There's no need to be scared,” he sneers. “Death isn't really all that bad, is it?” 
 
    For a moment, I'm too scared to move, as if my legs have seized. Then, suddenly, I manage to turn and run along the next corridor. I don't even know where I'm going, but I figure I'll find a window and smash my way through. I almost slip as I reach the next turn and race around the corner, and then I push open the first door I find and run into a clinic room. I slam against the side of the bed as I hurry to the window, where I find that the latches are all locked. Looking around, I try to spot something I can use to smash the glass, and finally I pick up a chair. 
 
    Stepping back in an attempt to get a run-up, I take a moment to steady myself and then I scream as I run forward. I throw the chair straight at the glass, only for it to bounce back and slam against the bed before falling to the floor. 
 
    I reach out to grab the chair again, before spotting a fire extinguisher on the wall. Figuring that a more focused impact might be better, I grab the extinguisher and hurry back to the window, where I start pounding against the corner of the glass in a desperate – and increasingly futile – attempt to break out of this place. 
 
    Each time, however, the extinguisher merely bangs against the glass with no result. 
 
    A moment later, I hear a clattering sound over my shoulder and I turn to see that the glistening creature has crawled into the room. 
 
    “Sebastian was right about you,” he purrs. “You have a will to live, which is good. I wonder what else he saw in you? Something in your eyes, Ramsey. When he looked at you, something in your eyes scared him.” 
 
    I look around for something I can use as a weapon, but there's nothing. Then, looking down at my hands, I see the pin in the fire extinguisher's nozzle. 
 
    “Not a lot of things scared Sebastian,” the creature continues, crawling around the side of the bed and inching closer toward me. “He went to all the trouble of moving the witch. That means he was more than scared. He was terrified.” He pauses for a moment, eyeing me up and down. “No offense, but nothing about you seems particularly terrifying right now.” 
 
    I pull the pin out. 
 
    “Oh well,” the creature says. “Old news now, I guess.” 
 
    With that, he lunges at me with his mouth wide open. At that moment, I fire the extinguisher straight at his face and jump out of the way. I slam into the wall and turn, just in time to see that the extinguisher is still blasting the creature. Scrambling around the bed, I run out of the room and slam the door shut, and then I race along the corridor in another desperate attempt to find a way out of here. I don't even know where I'm going, but there has to be some way to escape and as I reach the end of the corridor I suddenly remember where Dad went earlier. 
 
    The roof. 
 
    If I can get to the roof, there has to be a way down. And maybe, just maybe, the door to the roof is one exit that the creature didn't block off. 
 
    I stumble along the next corridor, desperately trying to find the door that leads into the stairwell. I know it must be close, but I didn't quite pay attention to which way Dad went earlier and I know that any second now the creature is going to come after me again. I look over my shoulder, but there's no sign so far that I'm being followed so I start trying every door I find, convinced that at some point I'll locate the stairwell that leads up through the building. 
 
    Hell, if I have to jump off the roof, then that's what I'll do. 
 
    Reaching the next door, I push it open and find that I'm back at the room I found earlier, where all the gas canisters are stored. That means I must be close to the office again, which in turn means I can't be too far from the door Dad took when he went to the roof. I let the door swing shut and turn to walk away, determined to find the stairwell and - 
 
    “That wasn't very nice!” the creature snarls, suddenly crawling into view ahead of me. There's still foam on its face and body, although after a moment it wipes some away. “I almost drowned in that stuff,” he continues, sounding angrier than ever. “Almost all my brothers drowned, Ramsey. I very nearly suffered the same fate. It's not something I ever wanted to experience again.” 
 
    Staggering back, I bump against the door just as the creature starts rushing toward me. I hurry into the next room and push the door shut, and then I drag a trolley over and try to use it to block the handle. I know I won't be able to keep the creature out for long, but maybe I only need a couple of minutes in order to come up with another plan. 
 
    Looking around, I see the long, thin gas canisters that I spotted earlier. I hurry over and try to pick one up, figuring that maybe this will be enough to break the window, but I can't even lift the canister off the ground. I try another, then another, but they're all far too heavy. Frustrated at my own weakness, I start looking around for something, anything else that might be useful. All I really spot, however, is another fire extinguisher, so I start searching desperately through my pockets. 
 
    A moment later, behind me, the door shudders and the trolley slides out of the way. 
 
    In my left pocket, my fingers brush against the box of matches that Harry gave me, and in that instant I realize I have one plan. 
 
    I can destroy the creature, but at the same time... 
 
    “I hope you're going to struggle,” the creature says behind me. “I hope you're going to fight and scream. I think I'd like that, Ramsey. I want you to be crying out as I bite through your bones.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before hurrying over to the farthest canister and kneeling down. My hands are trembling, but I quickly find the outlet connector and I turn the dial. A moment later, I hear a hissing sound and then – as I turn to see the creature still crawling toward me – I realize I can smell gas. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” the creature asks, still coming closer. “One last attempt to stop me?” 
 
    Opening the box of matches, I take one out and press the head against the panel on the side. If I do this, I might be able to destroy the creature. The only downside of that plan is that I'll probably take an entire wing of the clinic out at the same time, and I won't be able to run for cover. 
 
    I'll die too. 
 
    I'll save the town, though. 
 
    This is all my fault, so at least I'll be putting things right. 
 
    “That's an unusual smell,” the creature sneers, sniffing the air. “Is that the smell of your fear, Ramsey?” 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    He doesn't even understand about the gas, he doesn't know what's about to happen. 
 
    The smell is getting stronger. 
 
    “What are you up to?” he asks, and for the first time he sounds a little suspicious. He crawls forward a little further, but then he hesitates. “What's that look in your eyes?” 
 
    “There's no look,” I reply, still trying to dare myself to go through with this. 
 
    And hey, maybe somehow I'll miraculously survive. 
 
    Maybe if I hurry, there'll just be a small explosion, enough to blast the windows out. 
 
    A girl's got to dream. 
 
    “No look,” I add. “Just this.” 
 
    And with that, I run the match-head along the side of the box and - 
 
    Suddenly something smashes through the window, knocking me hard against the wall as glass shatters all around me. I drop the matchbox and the match itself, and then I turn and see to my horror that a second figure has grabbed the creature and is already slamming it into the ground. As the glass settles on the floor, I pull back against the wall just in time to see the new arrival turn and look straight at me. 
 
    It's Ethan! 
 
    “Ramsey!” he shouts. “Move your -” 
 
    Before he can finish, the creature lunges up at him, biting him hard on the shoulder. Ethan cries out and pulls away, swinging the creature around in the process and sending it smashing into the side of an old cabinet. As the metal trays come crashing out, I suddenly realize that even a single spark could ignite the gas that's already leaked out of the canister 
 
    Crawling across the glass, I reach out and turn the dial, stopping any more gas coming out. 
 
    “Ramsey, run!” Ethan shouts, and I turn to see that he's locked in a struggle with the creature. They look pretty evenly matched, and after a moment the creature lunges forward and pins Ethan against the wall. “Run!” 
 
    I stumble to my feet, but I know I can't leave Ethan behind. Heading past the shattered window, I make my way to one of the trolleys and start searching for something – maybe an old medical instrument, or some needles – that might have been left behind. 
 
    All I find, however, is a set of plastic beakers. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    I turn just as Ethan and the creature come crashing toward me. Ducking out of the way, I slip and fall, landing hard on the ground and cutting my right hand badly against a piece of broken glass. I pull away and turn, just as Ethan grabs a broken metal rod and raises it high above his head. And then, with shocking force, he slams the rod down straight into the creature's chest until the broken end bursts out the other side and scrapes against the wall. 
 
    “Run!” Ethan yells, rushing toward me as the creature tries but fails to get to its feet. 
 
    “What did you do?” I stammer, but Ethan grabs my arm and pushes me toward the window. 
 
    “Get out of here!” he hisses. “I already told you!” 
 
    I start clambering through the broken window, but Ethan pushes me and I tumble out the other side and slam down against the concrete. Then, grabbing my arm, he hauls me up and starts leading me away across the clinic's parking lot, as the creature howls with pain behind us. 
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    Shards of glass and metal rain down all around me as I hit the ground and roll. The impact was so strong, I'm sent scraping along the tarmac and I feel the palms of my hands getting shredded as I try in vain to stop myself. Finally I slam into the side of a mailbox as the lorry thunders past me, and then a fraction of a second later there's a massive smashing sound over my shoulder. 
 
    I turn just in time to see the lorry hit a row of parked cars and tip, rolling onto its side and sliding further along the road until it hits another row of cars and comes to a crashing halt. 
 
    A few more pieces of glass land next to me, and then the scene finally falls silent. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I start getting to my feet. My right knee immediately buckles and I fall down, letting out a gasp in the process. It's only then that I realize my right arm is throbbing with pain, and then I look down at my hands and see that the skin and flesh have been gouged away to reveal bones and tendons beneath. There's gravel mixed into the bloodied wounds, and I can feel the pain already starting to get worse. And then, looking down, I see that my feet are bare. My socks and shoes must have been ripped off by the force of the accident. 
 
    A moment later there's a crashing sound, followed by a groan, and I turn to see that the lorry's driver is climbing out onto the top of the cab. 
 
    Meanwhile, there are still sleeping people in the cars that got wrecked. Apparently they're so far gone, they didn't even wake up when a lorry slammed into them. Either that, or they woke but then they slipped back to sleep again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I shout, hurrying over to the lorry as the driver clambers down onto the ground, rubbing the back of her head. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I must have...” 
 
    She pauses for a moment, and then she starts looking around at all the carnage. 
 
    “I must have fallen asleep,” she stammers. “I think I hit... At the last second I woke up, I think I hit a car head-on. I think I totaled it.” 
 
    “That was me,” I reply. 
 
    “No, another car! A brown car, maybe a Chevy or -” 
 
    “That was me!” 
 
    She turns to me. “It can't have been,” she says. “The way I hit that thing, it damn near disintegrated.” She looks me up and down. “You're not...” 
 
    She freezes, and I can see the fear in her eyes. 
 
    “No-one could have survived that,” she continues. “That car was obliterated, no-one would have stood a chance!” 
 
    Stepping past me, she starts looking all around. 
 
    “I think I killed someone. God, I think I actually killed someone! I wasn't even tired, I took a break about two hours ago! And then as I came into town, I just...” 
 
    She turns to me, clearly shocked. 
 
    “How could that happen?” she asks, as tears start running from her eyes. “I'm a good person, I swear! I always take regular breaks, I never push myself when I'm tired! I promise, I'm not the kind of person who does things like this!” 
 
    “Okay, here's what I need you to do,” I tell her, limping over and grabbing her arm. “Listen to me! This is important!” 
 
    “Are you going to arrest me?” she sobs. “I get it, I know you don't have a choice, I only -” 
 
    “I'm not going to arrest you!” I say firmly. “Listen, I need you to check the people in these cars. I don't think any of them will be badly hurt, but I need you to check them out. I'll be back, but I have to go and do something else first. Do you understand?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Just look at them,” I continue, turning her around and pushing her gently toward the nearest car. “Make sure you know who needs help first, for when I can get emergency teams here. That might take a little while, so you need to get on top of this! Meanwhile, I have to go and check on someone, okay? I'll be back!” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    Running past her, I hurry to the nearest undamaged car and pull the door open. Sure enough, inside there's a sleeping guy who's slumped against the wheel. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say, unfastening his safety belt and hauling him out, “but I need to commandeer your vehicle.” 
 
    Once I've laid the guy on the sidewalk, I climb back into the car and reach for the ignition. The keys are already there, so I start the engine and back out of the parking spot, before turning to make sure that the trucker is checking people in other cars. 
 
    She's asleep. 
 
    She's sitting on the ground next to one of the cars, leaning back with her mouth wide open. 
 
    “Figures,” I mutter, turning the wheel and swinging the car around, driving past the spot where my car was destroyed and then speeding along the street as I head back toward the clinic. I should go straight to the station, but I've changed my mind about Ramsey. I want her here with me, now, so I know she's safe. 
 
    I should be dead. 
 
    As I keep driving, I think back to the moment when the truck hit my car. The entire vehicle disintegrated around me, and I've been to the scenes of enough accidents to know that when a victim has lost his socks and shoes, that's a sure sign that nothing can be done to save them. My feet are bare, yet I've only got a few cuts and bruises, which means something must have protected me during the impact. 
 
    I need to find Ramsey, and then I need to make her tell me everything she knows. I'm starting to think she might have been telling the truth after all. Why did I ever doubt her? 
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    “What did you do?” I gasp, turning to look back at the clinic's broken window just as the creature lets out another pained howl. “How did you stop him?” 
 
    “I didn't,” Ethan replies breathlessly, leading me toward the far end of the parking lot. “Not permanently, anyway. We have a weakness if our hearts are damaged, but the weakness is only temporary. Give him a few more minutes and he'll have pulled that rod out, and then he'll heal pretty fast. Ramsey, we have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I ask, looking around as dawn's light spreads across town. “Why isn't anyone coming to help us?” 
 
    “He's put them to sleep,” Ethan says. “I don't know how, exactly, but he's managed to make everyone in the town sleep. I guess he must have picked up a few tricks after spending so much time around Sebastian. I picked up a few, too, but not this one. Ramsey, we -” 
 
    “It's her!” 
 
    Looking past him, I see the ghost of Sophia Landsome standing on the other side of the road, staring at me with that same intense expression. 
 
    “What does she want?” I whisper, before taking a step toward her. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Ethan asks. “Ramsey, we need to get out of here and come up with a better plan.” 
 
    “Look at her,” I say, staring at Sophia's cold, dead eyes. “She keeps showing up near me. At first I thought it was a coincidence, but it's happening too often now. It's like she's following me all around town.” 
 
    “There's no-one there, Ramsey.” 
 
    “Look!” I point at Sophia, but when I turn to Ethan I see that he's staring at me as if I'm crazy. “It's her!” I continue. “It's Sophia Landsome! She's been, like, following me around for the past few days! She's haunting me!” 
 
    I wait, but Ethan's eyeing me with a hint of curiosity. 
 
    “Look at her!” I continue, still pointing at Sophia. “She's right there!” 
 
    He turns and looks for a moment, but then he quickly turns back to me. 
 
    “You see her, don't you?” I ask, as the creature screams again inside the clinic. “Ethan, tell me you see the ghost over there!” 
 
    “There's no such thing as ghosts,” he replies. 
 
    “Then what's she?” 
 
    I wait, but he doesn't answer. Instead, he simply stares at me for a moment before stepping closer. He's looking deeper into my eyes, almost as if he's searching for something. 
 
    “I keep seeing the ghost of that dead little girl,” I tell him. “You might not believe me, you might keep telling me that ghosts aren't real, but you're wrong. And if you don't care, I -” 
 
    “I came back to help you,” he replies, interrupting me. “I came back because I knew you needed me, and because I still needed to figure out why you scared Sebastian so much. Why you could see the witch. And now, I think I get it.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, still waiting for him to spit out whatever's bothering him. After a moment I look over at the clinic, where the creature is still trying to remove the metal rod from its chest. Turning back to Ethan, I'm infuriated to find that he's still staring at me as if I'm some kind of puzzle to be solved. “She's over there!” I yell. “You might not be able to see her, but she's right over there! She's a ghost!” 
 
    “No,” he replies, shaking his head, “she's not a ghost.” 
 
    “Then what the hell is she?” 
 
    “She's a...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “She's a ghost!” I tell him frantically. “She has to be!” 
 
    “She's a memory, Ramsey,” he says finally, with a hint of awe in his voice. “She's your memory. You're not seeing Sophia Landsome, not really. You're remembering her.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I reply, unable to hide my exasperation. “I can't be remembering her! I wasn't even born when she died!” 
 
    “I know you weren't,” he says. “In fact, I'm going to guess that you were born almost exactly nine months after that day she cut off all her own skin.” 
 
    “Nine -” 
 
    Stopping for a moment, I feel a cold shudder pass through my chest. 
 
    “Nine months after?” I continue. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That must be why Sebastian's so scared of you,” he says, still with a hint of wonder in his voice. “He saw you, and he realized that the impossible has happened. Ramsey, humans don't usually remember their past lives. They can't. They might feel the odd instinct here or there, the echo of a memory, but you shouldn't ever be able to remember any of the lives you had before this one. Yet here you are, seeing your previous life. Seeing Sophia Landsome, the girl you were before Sebastian killed you. By some miracle, you were reborn in the same town.” 
 
    “I'm not Sophia Landsome,” I reply. “I'm Ramsey Kopperud, I'm -” 
 
    “You are now,” he says, “but back then, you were Sophia. You were that little girl.” 
 
    “That's not possible,” I tell him, before glancing across the road again. 
 
    She's gone. 
 
    I look around, but there's no sign of that little girl at all. She seems to have vanished into thin air, which as far as I'm concerned only proves even more clearly that she's a ghost. 
 
    When I turn back to Ethan, however, I can see that he truly believes what he's telling me. 
 
    “It's not possible,” I say again. “Ethan, seriously, I'm not -” 
 
    And then, suddenly, I remember. 
 
    “You want to be pretty, don't you?” a voice whispers in my mind. “I know how to make you the prettiest girl in the whole school.” 
 
    I turn and look around, but there's nobody behind me. 
 
    “Sophia,” Mrs. Cooper says firmly, tapping my shoulder. 
 
    I turn back to her. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” she continues. 
 
    I nod, because I know that's what she wants, but secretly I can't hear her properly. The other voice, the voice in my head, is louder than her. 
 
    “I'm putting a picture in your thoughts,” the voice explains. “Can you see that picture?” 
 
    “Ramsey?” Ethan says, bringing me back to the here and now. “Are you remembering something?” 
 
    “No,” I stammer, “I can't be. I -” 
 
    I push some taller grass aside and walk around behind the gardening block. The ground is much bumpier here, probably because no-one really ever comes to this part of the school. I can still hear everyone else playing in the yard, but their voices already sound so much further away. In fact, in some weird way, each step I take makes me feel more grown-up, as if all the others in the yard are just a bunch of silly children. Five minutes ago I was playing with them. I was like them. Now I have different ideas. 
 
    All since the voice in my head changed to sound like an old man. 
 
    “What is this?” I whisper, trying to ignore the rush of sounds and images in my head. “Why am I remembering things that didn't happen to me, it's like...” 
 
    It's like I'm remembering something that happened to me long, long ago. 
 
    I take a deep breath, before pressing the bottom edge of the scissors against the fabric and pushing until the tip rips through. Unable to find an edge where I can start properly, I have to wiggle the scissors a little and make a small hole, and then I slowly start cutting along the piece of fabric that's covering my arm. Each time I close the blades, I feel a faint shudder pass through my chest, and I hear a clean slicing sound. 
 
    Like the sound I hear when Mom cuts up beef or chicken for dinner. 
 
    “That's right,” the voice whispers as I keep slowly, carefully cutting a line through the fabric. “You're doing so well, Sophia. I can see that I was right to give this job to you, instead of to any of the other girls in the yard.” 
 
    “No!” I blurt out, stumbling back, only for Ethan to grab my arm and hold me steady. I'm trembling with fear, but I remember now... 
 
    I remember everything. 
 
    Swaying slightly, I sit and stare at the fabric in my hands. At first I don't understand what the voice meant, but then slowly I start holding the fabric up and I see that it's curled in many places. Tilting the fabric around slightly, I'm shocked to find that one of the sections even has two small holes with two smaller holes slightly lower down and then one longer, wider hole further down still. It's almost as if a face is staring back at me. 
 
    “Turn it inside out,” the voice urges. “Your hands are shaking, Sophia. There isn't much time.” 
 
    “It's not possible,” I whimper, with tears rolling down my cheeks. “Please, tell me it's not possible.” 
 
    The nausea bursts up through my chest, and as I feel the most incredible pain starting to fill every inch of my body. 
 
    “Do you like my dress?” I gasp. 
 
    Sirens are getting closer, as if an ambulance or police cars are coming. 
 
    “Please,” I continue, barely able to get the words out as the pain becomes unbearable. Finally, trembling violently, I drop to my knees and look at my blood-soaked hands. “Doesn't anyone like my new dress?” 
 
    Mrs. Cooper screams. 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    I blink a couple of times, and then I see Ethan standing in front of me. 
 
    “You're starting to remember,” he says firmly. “I can tell. It must feel very strange to be remembering a previous life.” He squeezes my arm. “Ramsey, stay strong. This kind of thing can rip a human mind apart. You're not supposed to ever remember things like this.” 
 
    “No, I -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I feel my knees buckle. I start to fall, but Ethan holds me up. A moment later I feel something warm trickling from my nose, and then I taste blood on my lips. 
 
    “Stay with me, Ramsey!” he says firmly. “You can get through this but you have to stay strong!” 
 
    “That can't have been me,” I whisper, as a burst of nausea rumbles up through my chest. At the same time, I'm already remembering something else. 
 
    “Don't touch her!” someone screams, as sirens get closer. “Nobody touch her!” 
 
    Suddenly I lean forward and vomit, and this time Ethan's powerless to hold me back. I land on my hands and knees and throw up again, before bursting into a series of heavy, dry retches. 
 
    “I can't find a pulse!” a voice yells. “She's not breathing!” 
 
    Staring up at the bright sky above the school yard, I feel my body fall completely still. And then, in one clear and brief moment, I feel myself give up. For a fraction of a second I know that I'm dead, and then the sky's brightness fills my eyes and I know that it's the end. 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    Spluttering, I roll onto my side as Ethan kneels next to me. 
 
    “You have to stay focused!” he says firmly, as a car races this way along the brightening street. “Ramsey, listen to me!” 
 
    After a moment he gently slaps the side of my face, and I look up at him before turning just as a car screeches to a halt nearby. And then, as the car's door opens, I see the one face I want to see more than any other right now. 
 
    “Dad,” I whisper, before stumbling to my feet as tears start streaming down my face. “Dad! It's me!” 
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    “Dad! It's me!” Ramsey yells, stumbling toward me before slipping and falling back down onto her knees. “It's me! Dad, I swear it's me!” 
 
    Behind her, a guy around her age is trying to support her as I clamber out of the car and hurry across the parking lot. 
 
    “It's me!” Ramsey sobs, reaching for me. “Dad, I promise it's me!” 
 
    “What happened?” I yell, putting my arms around her and hauling her up, before hearing a cry of pain from nearby. Turning, I see that some windows are broken on the side of the clinic, and a moment later I spot a figure stepping into view. 
 
    It's the creature. 
 
    It's the same creature I saw out in the charred forest, the same creature that followed me. 
 
    “He's injured,” the man next to Ramsey says. “For now. Eventually he'll get the rod out of his heart. By then, you need to be well away from here. I can try to lure him back into the forest, and then maybe I can do something to keep him from ever coming back into the town.” 
 
    “This is Ethan!” Ramsey gasps, clinging desperately to me. “Dad, it's me, I swear!” 
 
    “I know it is,” I reply, not really understanding what she means. “I know it's you, I promise.” 
 
    “I tried to blow it up!” she whimpers. “When I thought I was trapped in there, there were all these gas canisters I opened one, I was about to ignite it.” 
 
    “You'd have been killed!” I tell her. 
 
    “I thought I was going to die anyway,” she sobs, and now I can tell that she's trembling with fear. “Dad, I swear, I was trying to do the right thing!” 
 
    “We used to sneak a look at Sebastian's book sometimes,” Ethan explains. “That must be how my brother is blocking the cellphone signals and putting people to sleep. He has a chaotic understanding of basic tricks.” 
 
    I watch as the creature lurches past the window, struggling with something that seems to be protruding from its chest. My first instinct is to get everyone away from here, but then I realize I'd have to evacuate the town as well. That could take forever, and as I watch the creature I can see that it's already starting to pull that metal rod from its chest. Ramsey is holding me tight, weeping and shaking, but suddenly I realize that I know exactly what I have to do here. 
 
    “I'm going in there,” I whisper. 
 
    “No!” Ramsey shouts, pulling me even tighter. “I won't let you!” 
 
    “Tell me how to kill it,” I continue, turning to this Ethan guy. “You're the same species as him, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replies, “but -” 
 
    “You look more normal,” I point out. “More like one of us.” 
 
    “I adapted,” he says cautiously, “but I won't let you kill him. He and I are the only two of our species that are left. I'm going to get him back out of the town, and then I can talk to him.” 
 
    “You didn't try that already?” I ask. 
 
    “It'll be different this time,” he says. “He's not evil, not deep down. All I have to do is talk to him and get through to him, and I can lead him away. I assure you, he won't ever -” 
 
    Before he can finish, the creature lets out a loud snarl of anger. 
 
    “He's not evil,” Ethan says again, “but -” 
 
    “He's put everyone in town to sleep,” I point out, cutting him off. “He killed two of my deputies, he attacked me, and now he seems to be following my daughter around. You'll have to forgive me if I don't give him the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “I won't let you kill him,” Ethan replies. 
 
    “And how do you think you can stop me?” 
 
    He steps toward me, and suddenly I see the skin all across his face start shimmering. For a fraction of a second he looks less like a human, and more like another of those creatures. The effect fades quickly, but it's enough for me to see that beneath his calm exterior there's a beast lurking. 
 
    “Get away from my daughter!” I shout, stepping toward him. “I swear to God, if you touch her, I'll make you suffer!” 
 
    “Let's get out of here,” Ramsey sobs, grabbing my hand and trying to lead me over to the car. “Dad, let's just go. We can send help, we can call the military to blow everything up, but right now we have to get out of here! I won't let you go near that thing again!” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “I won't let you!” she yells, tugging me hard until I have no choice but to follow her. 
 
    At the same time, I see Ethan starting to make his way toward the clinic. I guess he's going to try reasoning with that monster, but there's no way I'm willing to wait around and see how the negotiations progress. The thing in the clinic killed two of my deputies and I'm damn well not going to let it hurt anyone else. As I follow Ramsey to the car, however, I already know that there's no way she'll ever let me put myself in danger. 
 
    “This is all my fault,” she whimpers, sniffing back more tears. “I'm so sorry, Dad. I thought I could fix everything and keep it under control, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “It's not your fault,” I reply, as I reach to my belt and start unhooking a pair of handcuffs. 
 
    A plan is already forming in the back of my mind. Not the best plan in the world, but definitely a plan. And it might actually work. 
 
    “Stop for a moment,” I tell her, as we get close to the car. I look into her sobbing eyes, and then I pull her close for a hug. For a few seconds, I look over her shoulder and see that Ethan is getting closer to the clinic. 
 
    Two birds with one stone. 
 
    “I understand the deal you made now,” I say cautiously, as I attached one side of the handcuffs to a metal railing. “I experienced it first-hand just now. A truck slammed into my car and blew the whole thing apart, but I'm basically fine. A little shaken up, but fine.” 
 
    “Let's get far away from here,” she whimpers. “I found out why I've been seeing the ghost of Sophia Landsome, Dad. Or maybe she's not a ghost at all. Ethan says -” 
 
    Suddenly I attach the other handcuff to her wrist, and she gasps as she pulls away. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks, tugging hard on the cuffs. 
 
    “I won't die,” I tell her, stepping back. “You said there are gas canisters in that room, right?” I take my gun from its holster. “I'm going to get rid of those creatures, and then God willing I'll be right back here with you.” 
 
    “No!” she yells, lunging at me, only for the handcuffs to hold her back. “Dad, stop!” 
 
    “Here's the key,” I continue, setting the key down on the floor just where she can't reach. “In case of complications, but you shouldn't need it. I'll be back in a minute or two, but I have to do this, Ramsey. I can't let monsters walk the streets of Deal. The people of this town expect me to keep them safe, and that's exactly what I'm going to do right now.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She lunges at me again, but I turn and head over to the car. 
 
    “It doesn't work like that!” she shouts. “Dad, Sebastian specifically said this isn't how the deal works!” 
 
    I climb into the car and start the engine. 
 
    “If it's something you do to yourself, the deal doesn't hold!” she screams. “He warned me about that! Suicide is the only way you can die!” 
 
    “Good job this isn't suicide, then,” I reply, swinging the door shut. “Relax, I'll be right back.” 
 
    “Dad, no! Dad -” 
 
    I floor the pedal and the car lurches forward, speeding quickly across the parking lot. I see Ethan up ahead, and he turns to me just as I clip his waist and send him crashing to the ground. I wanted to take him into the clinic with me, but I guess I'll have to deal with him later. For now, I keep my foot on the accelerator and the car jumps the edge of the sidewalk before smashing straight into the window, bursting through what's left of the glass and then running straight over the creature before skidding to a halt. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    Looking out the car's window, I see several gas canisters on the ground. I aim my gun at the nearest, but at the last moment Ramsey's words come back to me. 
 
    “If it's something you do to yourself,” she screamed, “the deal doesn't hold!” 
 
    What if she's right? 
 
    Why would she be wrong? 
 
    I aim at the canister for a moment longer, as I realize that I might just have been a little too confident here. I guess there's still a chance that I'll survive, but at the same time I already know that I can't back down now. Worst case scenario, I die but I save the town in the process, so I carefully squeeze my finger against the trigger. Still, though, I struggle to actually fire the gun, even though I keep thinking back to the moment my car was ripped apart by that truck. 
 
    I mean, I'm basically a goddamn superh - 
 
    “What is this?” a voice sneers behind me. 
 
    I flinch as something sharp digs down into my right shoulder. I try to turn, but the pain is unbearable and now I can feel teeth slicing deeper and deeper into my flesh until something starts grinding against the bone. For a moment all I can think about is the pain, and I almost drop the gun from my shaking hand. At the same time, something grabs my left shoulder, holding me firmly in the car seat as the teeth continue to pull chunks of flesh away from my body. 
 
    There's a splattering sound nearby. 
 
    Turning, I see that blood is spraying from the side of my neck, hitting the roof and then falling back down against me. 
 
    “Are you him?” the voice snarls, as I feel and smell hot breath against my face. “You know Sebastian's deal doesn't hold if you commit suicide, don't you? And coming here to try killing me, that might just count as suicide!” 
 
    I try to raise my arm and aim the gun again, but the creature bites the side of my neck and now my arm seems numb, as if I can no longer get the signals down to my hand. 
 
    “I've often wondered whether families of humans have a similar taste,” the voice continues. 
 
    He bites deeper into my neck, so deep that I lean back in the seat and scream. 
 
    “I look forward to a side-by-side taste comparison,” the voice says. “First you, then that girl.” 
 
    “You won't get anywhere near her,” I reply, and finally I manage – slowly – to raise my right arm and aim with a shaking hand at the nearest gas canister 
 
    This is death. 
 
    I don't know how I know, but I know. For a moment, I try to fight back, but then I see the time on the dashboard clock. 
 
    12:44. 
 
    Somehow, Buddy knew. 
 
    In an instant, I steady the gun's aim as I realize that there are only four more words I need to say before the end: 
 
    “I love you, Ramsey.” 
 
    I pull the trigger, and the last thing I see is an immense, soundless flash of light that bursts through my body before suddenly everything cuts dead. 
 
   


 
  

 Fifty-Seven 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Come on!” I shout, trying yet again to hook the key with my right foot, only to once again fall short. “Come on, come on, come -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a huge explosion behind me, strong enough to blast me against the railings. I feel air rushing all around me, and for a moment the sound is so loud I feel as if my ears are about to burst. As the worst of the force starts to die down, however, I manage to turn and look over my shoulder, and I see that one entire side of the clinic buildings has been destroyed. Glass and metal are flying through the air, and I barely have time to raise an arm to protect myself as debris starts raining down. 
 
    Turning, I see that a fireball is fading as it rises higher into the morning sky. 
 
    “Dad!” I scream, convinced that he must have made it out. “Dad, where are you?” 
 
    Looking around, I realize that there's too much debris for me to ever find the key. I start frantically searching, however, and after a moment – by some miracle – I do spot the key. The force of the explosion was so strong, I can now reach out and take the key, and I get to work opening the side of the handcuffs that's attached to the railing. As soon as that's open, I scramble to my feet with the handcuffs' other end still attached to my wrist, and I start stumbling toward the wrecked, burning clinic building. 
 
    My ears are ringing from the sound of the explosion, and I feel dizzy. 
 
    “Dad!” I shout, watching the wreckage for any sign of him clambering out. “Dad, get out of there!” 
 
    He's fine. 
 
    He's alive. 
 
    He survived it all because he has to survive, that's how the deal works. He has to survive and it's just taking a little time, that's all. He's alive under all the rubble and I just need to help him get out. 
 
    And then I hear Sebastian's words ringing in my ears: 
 
    “Unless he suddenly gives up on life and decides to do himself in, nothing external can kill him.” 
 
    Stopping for a moment, I watch as flames burn in the ruins of the clinic. 
 
    “Unless he suddenly gives up on life and decides to do himself in.” 
 
    “No,” I whisper, before starting to limp once more toward the wreckage. “Dad! Dad, you -” 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    Suddenly Ethan grabs me from behind, just as I feel the heat of the flames against my face. 
 
    “Let me go,” I reply, trying to pull away. “He's trapped in there. I need to get him out.” 
 
    “It's over, Ramsey. It won't work. Even Sebastian couldn't protect him if he willingly gave his life.” 
 
    “No, that's not how it works!” I hiss, with tears in my eyes as I try again to slip free. “The deal keeps him alive, no matter what!” 
 
    “He sacrificed himself, Ramsey! You know I'm right, Sebastian must have told you! He sacrificed himself and that means the deal is over. He gave up his life. He knew what he was doing. He did it to save the town.” 
 
    “No, you're wrong!” I yell, as tears run down my face. I try to pull away from Ethan, but he's holding me too tight. “You're the one who doesn't understand! Sebastian promised he wouldn't die! He said he'll stay alive forever!” 
 
    “He did the best he could, Ramsey, but Sebastian's powers aren't limitless. He could protect your father from every threat except one. He couldn't protect him from himself, and that's what your father did at the end. He gave his life, willingly and knowingly, to save you and to save this town.” He pauses for a moment. “You know I'm right, Ramsey. You just have to admit it.” 
 
    I try again to pull away, but then I freeze as I realize there's no sign of movement at all in the rubble. As the smoke clears a little, I can just about make out the rear of the car, twisted and burned, but Dad should be finding a way out by now. If he were alive in there, I'd be able to hear him, and I'd see some part of the wreckage start to move as he fought his way out to me. 
 
    But there's nothing. 
 
    As if he senses my acceptance, Ethan loosens his grip on me. I immediately pull free and take a step forward, but then I stop as I stare at the ruins. The air is so hot, everything's shimmering ahead of me, but there's no sign of Dad at all and somehow deep down I know that if he were still alive, I'd... 
 
    I'd feel it. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Ramsey,” Ethan says, still standing behind me. “He's gone. My brother's gone, too. I'm the last of my kind now.” 
 
    “He wasn't supposed to die,” I whimper, sobbing so hard now that I can barely see. “He was supposed to live forever!” 
 
    “No-one does that,” Ethan replies. “Not even Sebastian. Nothing can ever truly live, if it doesn't one day die.” 
 
    He steps closer and puts his arms around me from behind. Not holding me back this time. Just holding me. I watch the ruins for a moment longer, before turning away. I don't want to see any of this anymore. I want to run, to get as far away from this wretched town as possible, but for now all I can do is press the side of my face against Ethan's chest and close my eyes as tears run down my cheeks. I'm whimpering, letting out little sobs, but I can't help myself. 
 
    Dad's gone. 
 
    We stand like this for a few minutes, until finally I sniff back more tears and turn to look at the wreckage one final time. The flames have mostly died down, but there's still a lot of smoke, and after a moment I look up at the sky and watch as the smoke rises higher and higher and eventually fades into the bright blue sky. 
 
    He's gone. 
 
    And then, suddenly, I realize I can hear a faint scratching sound coming from the rubble. 
 
    I turn and look again, and the sound continues. I tell myself I must be wrong, but at the same time I can already feel a flicker of hope in my chest. I watch the ruins for any hint of movement, and finally – as if by a miracle – I see that one section of twisted metal is shaking slightly as if something is trying to break through from beneath. 
 
    “He's alive,” I whisper, with Ethan's arms still around me. “Ethan, he's alive!” 
 
    “Ramsey, you have to -” 
 
    “No, he's alive!” I yell, breaking free and rushing toward the ruins, ignoring the heat and immediately starting to clamber over to the spot where a chunk of metal is still shaking. “Ethan, help me! Dad's alive!” 
 
    “You have to accept that he's gone!” Ethan shouts. 
 
    But I don't. 
 
    I can't. 
 
    I reach the chunk of metal and grab one end, pulling as hard as I can to get Dad free. 
 
    “Ramsey, he's dead!” Ethan continues, coming closer. “The rules of Sebastian's deal -” 
 
    “I don't care about the rules!” I yell, finally managing to get the metal out of the way. “I only care about -” 
 
    Suddenly I see him. I see the side of Dad's face beneath more of the rubble as he tries to force his way through. 
 
    “He's here!” I scream, dropping onto my knees and pulling more and more pieces of debris out of the way. “I see him!” 
 
    “That's impossible,” Ethan says cautiously, climbing over the wreckage to join me. “Ramsey, wait and -” 
 
    Before he can finish, a large piece of concrete is pushed up, hitting the side of my head and knocking me back. I let out a cry of pain, and then I turn just in time to see Dad's head poking out from under the mangled wreckage. 
 
    But it's just his head. 
 
    A glistening black hand is holding Dad's burned, severed head, and a moment later I hear a snarling sound as the rest of the creature starts forcing its way free. 
 
    “Ramsey, run!” Ethan shouts, turning to me with pure fear in his eyes. “Get out of here!” 
 
    All I can do for a moment, however, is stare in horror as the creature tosses Dad's head aside. 
 
    “No!” I scream. “Don't -” 
 
    Suddenly the rubble explodes, pushing me back and sending me tumbling down to the ground. Pieces of metal and plaster rain down on top of me, and I turn just as Dad's head rolls lifelessly to a halt just a few feet away. His dead eyes are staring straight ahead, and his mouth is slightly open, and the skin all around his jaw and one side of his face is burned to a crisp. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, as I feel my whole body start shaking, “please, no...” 
 
    “Ramsey!” Ethan shouts. “You have to -” 
 
    He cries out, and I turn just in time to see that the creature has pinned him against the ground. Reaching back , the creature grabs one of the metal poles and then slams it straight down, impaling Ethan through the chest. Bloodied and clearly wounded, the creature nevertheless leans down and twists the pole, causing Ethan to scream again. 
 
    “You of all people should know, brother,” the creature sneers, “never to count someone out until you've seen their cold, dead eyes.” 
 
    “Ramsey, run!” Ethan gasps, turning to me. “Get out of town! Warn people! If you don't, he'll kill everyone in Deal!” 
 
    “Yes, Ramsey,” the creature says, grinning at me. “Try running. It's your only shot, anyway. You might as well give it a go.” 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I take a couple of steps back, and then I watch as the creature starts crawling toward me across the ruins of the clinic. For a moment I'm frozen to the spot, too scared to run, too horrified to react at all. Finally, however, I realize that Dad would be telling me to run right now, to get out of here and to not look back, to find help and to save the whole town. That's what Dad would want, and it's all that's left. 
 
    So I run. 
 
    Racing around the side of the clinic's ruins, I run as fast as I can across the parking lot. My plan was to go back into town, but I'm actually heading toward the outskirts and after a moment I realize that this might actually be my best bet. I can't call from help from the middle of town, but if I can get beyond the limits then maybe I can reach one of the roads that runs past Deal, where there might be people who can help. So as I run out across the road and toward the bridge that crosses the river, all I can think about is that I have to get as far away from here as possible. 
 
    There's a road about three miles away. 
 
    If I can just get there, I have a chance. 
 
    As I reach one of the stone mile-markers, I stop for a moment and look back. As I do so, the handcuffs dangle from my wrist and hit the stone. I watch the ruins of the clinic, searching for any sign of movement. For a moment, I don't see anyone coming after me, but then suddenly the creature crawls into view. 
 
    “Ethan!” I scream. “Help!” 
 
    I turn and start running again, along the side of the river. I know the creature is fast, but if I can out-run it then I might be able to get help. Ethan will be able to get himself free from the wreckage, and he should be able to at least slow the creature down so that I have time to run. And then everything will be okay. 
 
    Everything has to be okay. 
 
    Reaching the bridge, I race out toward the middle. My feet bang hard against the metal boarding, but I can already see the opposite shore and the road that winds up toward the distant intersection. I just have to keep running and - 
 
    Suddenly something slams hard into my back, almost knocking me off my feet. I stumble and almost fall, but somehow I manage to stay up. At the same time, however, I feel a searing pain bursting through my chest and I slow a little, and when I look down I see to my horror that there's blood all over the front of my shirt. 
 
    And in the blood, there's something sharp and black poking out, glistening with blood. 
 
    I stop running, and now I can hear a slow, simmering snarl coming from over my shoulder. A moment later I feel something moving inside my chest, and then there's a crunching sound as the creature pushes its entire hand out through a hole in my shirt. I open my mouth to cry out, but I can taste blood at the back of my throat and now I can only watch in horror as the creature slowly opens its fist to let more blood dribble away. 
 
    I try to take a deep breath, and I hear a halting, choking sound in the back of my throat. 
 
    I try to turn and run, but my legs are weak and I can barely even stay up. 
 
    “Did you really think you could outrun me?” the creature asks, and I can feel its hot breath on the back of my neck. “You're just like your father. Filled with optimism until the moment I win. He didn't die instantly, you know.” He leans closer. “There were a few seconds of screaming first, before his wasted, pathetic death. And it was pathetic, you know. He died for nothing! He threw his life away in a pitiful sacrifice that barely even slowed me down.” 
 
    Gasping, I reach up and grab the hand that's poking out of my chest, but I can't force it back out. Besides, the front of my shirt is now soaked in blood and I can already feel myself starting to lose consciousness. 
 
    “I will strip every scrap of meat from your bones,” the creature says, “and leave the remains neatly piled at the side of the road.” 
 
    I try again to push his hand away, as the cuffs jangle from my wrist. 
 
    “And there they'll bleach in the sun,” the creature continues. “I'll just leave them to bake.” 
 
    Suddenly I see the light catching on the metal of the handcuffs, and in an instant I know what I have to do. 
 
    “Do you think Sebastian will feel your death?” he asks. “Will he even notice? Will he eventually come and check, and find your bones cooking in the sun?” 
 
    “Actually,” I whisper, raising my trembling hands slowly, “that's not quite how this is going to end.” 
 
    I reach up and swing the open cuff around, placing it quickly around the creature's wrist and then snapping the connector shut. 
 
    “What is that?” he asks, with a hint of fear in his voice. 
 
    “Blowing you up didn't work,” I reply, taking a moment to summon the very last of my remaining strength, “but based on what Ethan told me, maybe drowning's a better bet.” 
 
    “How -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I stumble forward, pulling the creature with me. I feel him trying to resist, but I don't give him any time to fight back. Instead, I throw myself over the side of the bridge, and I hear him briefly cry out before we slam down into the water. 
 
    I cry out too, but only for a fraction of a second. 
 
    We sink fast, handcuffed together as we fall into the icy darkness. I can feel the creature frantically trying to pull free, but the cuffs are holding. I can't see anything now, and a moment later I feel my knees bump against the river's silty bottom. I'd hoped that I might get knocked out when we hit the water, but instead I have time to look up and see a very faint hint of rippling light at the water's surface. Something cloudy is getting in the way, however, and after a moment I realize that I can see a mixture of dirt and blood rising all around us. 
 
    The creature is still struggling, but already I can feel him losing strength. 
 
    I have to wait. 
 
    Even though my lungs feel as if they're about to burst, I have to wait and be certain he's dead. 
 
    Staring up at the ripples of light on the surface of the water, I feel my body fall completely still. A moment later the creature stops fighting, and I realize he's dead. And then, in one clear and brief moment, I feel myself give up. For a fraction of a second I know that I'm dead, and then some kind of brightness fills my eyes and I know that it's the end. 
 
    Dad, I love you. 
 
   


 
  

 Part Three 
 
      
 
    Future 
 
   


 
  

 Fifty-Eight 
 
    Carrie Cane 
 
      
 
    Eighteen years (and nine months) later 
 
      
 
    Climbing under the barbed-wire fence by the old railroad ties, I'm about to turn and yell at Annie when suddenly my right foot slips and I fall, crashing down into a pile of mud that's somehow still wet from last weekend. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    I slide a couple more feet down the incline before coming to a stop with my left foot resting against a chunk of stone. And then, just as I'm about to scramble back up, I feel cold water starting to soak through my clothes, and I lean back against the mud and sigh. 
 
    Some eighteenth birthday this is turning out to be. 
 
    “Forget it,” I mutter, and I know now that Annie will be far off down the road. I stare at the sky for a moment longer, feeling completely miserable, and then I start smiling. 
 
    To be fair, this might not be the best birthday ever, but it beats last year hands down. 
 
    Slowly, I get to my feet and reach back to check the damage. Sure enough, the whole back side of my dress is completely soaked. I manage to wipe off some particularly large muddy chunks, but I don't particularly like the sensation of cold wet fabric sticking to my back so I take a quick look around to make sure there's no-one watching and then I start unbuttoning the front of the dress. I was going to spend the afternoon down by the river anyway, and it's not like many people come out here, so I might as well try to put my dress somewhere to dry. 
 
    With any luck - 
 
    “Ramsey.” 
 
    Startled, I turn around and see that a man is standing at the top of the slope, staring at me from the other side of the fence. I immediately step back and hold the front of my dress together, but in doing so I manage to slip again. I fall forward this time, landing flat on my face in the same puddle of mud. I immediately haul myself up, but as I try to wipe my face clean I slip again, shrieking this time as I land in the puddle for a third time. 
 
    Rolling onto my side, I spit mud away from my lips and wipe my eyes, and then I reach out to steady myself. 
 
    Suddenly a hand takes mine, and I look up to see that the man – who looks to be about my age – has come down to help me. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says, “I didn't mean to scare you. I was thinking for a while about how best to do that, and I guess I got it wrong.” 
 
    My initial instinct is to pull away, but he seems friendly enough so I let him help me up. I let go of his hand quickly, though, and then I look down and see that I've done a thorough job of covering myself in mud. Frankly, I couldn't have done better even if I'd rolled around in the stuff like a pig. 
 
    “I didn't think there'd still be so much wet mud around,” I say, turning to look at the guy. “It hasn't rained since the weekend, so I kinda thought it would've all dried out by now.” 
 
    I wait for him to reply, but he's simply staring at me with a slight frown. In fact, as the wait continues, I start to feel a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well,” I say finally, “I -” 
 
    “I didn't think the resemblance would be so strong,” he says. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “You're a little fuller in the face, and you have a scar on your left eyebrow, but apart from that you look the same. Especially the eyes. I didn't expect that.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what he means, but then it occurs to me that maybe he's some kind of lunatic who escaped from a mental hospital. Being stuck out here all alone with him might not be such a good idea, from a not-wanting-to-get-murdered perspective. 
 
    “You know what?” I say. “I'm going to go home and change. My friend's just along the road. She's really close. She's so close, I could probably call her name and she'd hear me.” 
 
    I.e., she'll hear me if I scream. 
 
    I hope he gets what I'm suggesting. 
 
    Then again, he probably knows I'm lying. 
 
    “Have fun in the forest, then,” I say, before starting to very carefully wade through the mud and make my way back up toward the fence. I half expect this psycho to grab me from behind, but fortunately I manage to reach the fence and duck down to get back under the barbed-wire. 
 
    “Ramsey.” 
 
    “What's that?” I ask, clambering through and then turning to him. At least now I'm back up here, I can run if necessary. 
 
    And scream. 
 
    “I have something for you,” he says, reaching into his pocket. 
 
    “Oh, I don't need a birthday present,” I reply, taking a step back. Damn, why did I mention that it's my birthday? 
 
    Wait, maybe he already knew? 
 
    Maybe he's, like, some kind of stalker. Actually, that's starting to make sense. He's a stalker and he thinks he can win me over by finally revealing himself on my birthday. 
 
    Sure enough, he takes a silver ring from his pocket. 
 
    Oh great, he's going to propose. He's that kind of stalker. 
 
    “So I'm going to go now,” I tell him, “and that's cool, and you enjoy lurking or whatever you're doing out here and...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I look at the ring. I know it's crazy, but I'm getting this weird feeling of deja vu right now, and for a moment I can't quite bring myself to stop staring as he turns the ring around between his fingers. The edge catches the light for a fraction of a second, and I feel a weird creepy feeling running through my chest. 
 
    And nausea. 
 
    I feel just a little bit sick. 
 
    “You recognize it, don't you?” the guy says, before holding the ring out toward me. “Here, take a closer look.” 
 
    “I'm okay, thanks,” I reply, taking another step back. 
 
    “This ring belonged to someone who was once very important to you.” 
 
    “I've never seen it before in my life,” I tell him, “and I think maybe this conversation is starting to weird me out.” 
 
    “James Kopperud.” 
 
    “I don't know that -” 
 
    Suddenly I feel a knot tighten in my stomach, and I retch so hard I actually think for a moment that I'm going to spew. 
 
    “Sheriff James Kopperud died almost nineteen years ago,” the guy says, “in a town far from here, called Deal. The same day, his daughter -” 
 
    “I don't know why you're telling me this,” I stammer. 
 
    “The same day, his daughter Ramsey Kopperud -” 
 
    As soon as he says that name, the knot in my stomach tightens again and this time I lean forward, vomiting up the pasta bake I had for lunch. Shocked, I look down and see the half-digested food all down the front of my already muddy dress. 
 
    This is not a good look. 
 
    “The same day,” the guy continues, “his daughter Ramsey Kopperud drowned in a river just outside the town. She shouldn't have, she should have survived, but I didn't get to her in time. She gave her life to stop something that was threatening the lives of everyone in Deal. She succeeded in that, she saved a lot of lives that day, but she lost her own in the process. Not a day has gone by that I -” 
 
    “Okay, seeya.” 
 
    Turning, I start making my way along the road. I don't want to look like I'm freaking out, but I quickly speed up until I'm walking about as fast as I can walk without actually running. 
 
    “Wait!” he shouts. 
 
    “Gotta go,” I mumble. “Gotta -” 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    I immediately feel the knot tighten again, and I don't have time to stop myself. I lean forward and fall to my knees, and the rest of the pasta comes bursting out of my mouth and splatters against the cracked tarmac. 
 
    “Oh hell!” I gasp. “What's happening to me?” 
 
    In my stomach, a twist of pain is swimming from side to side. 
 
    I take a moment to get my head back in order, and then I try to get up. As soon as I move, however, I feel a strange lurching sensation in my chest, and then I realize I can hear footsteps coming closer behind me. That guy, whoever he is, still hasn't given up. Reaching down to my bag, which has landed next to my knees, I start searching through all the crap and clutter for the one thing that might be able to help me. I even ignore my cellphone as I finally find my can of pepper spray. 
 
    “I've gone about this all wrong,” the guy says, towering over me. “Can we sit down somewhere and talk? I only need five minutes of your time to prove something to you.” 
 
    “And what's that?” I ask, adjusting my grip on the can. 
 
    “It's about who you are. Who you were. I can't explain here, like this. You need to get cleaned up first.” 
 
    “Oh, do I?” 
 
    “Let me help you.” 
 
    I see his hand reach down. Maybe he's one of those freaks who thinks a girl'll fall in love with the first 'gentleman' who shows up. Still, I need to put him off-guard, so I reluctantly take his hand and let him help me to my feet, while taking care to keep the can hidden. 
 
    “My name is Ethan,” he says, “and -” 
 
    “Hi Ethan!” 
 
    Turning quickly, I spray the pepper can straight in his face. He lets out a startled gasp and pulls away, and then he puts his hands over his eyes. 
 
    I don't even wait around to see the rest. 
 
    I turn and run, racing along the road as fast as I can. And I know I'm probably too far out of town for anyone to hear me, but I scream anyway: 
 
    “Help! Somebody help me! Help!” 
 
    All I hear in return, however, is the sound of my own frantic footsteps as I rush to the road's next bend. I clatter to a stop and turn to look back. For a moment, I feel a rush of relief as I don't see the guy coming after me, but then I spot something on the ground and I realize to my horror that he is there. 
 
    But he's not running. 
 
    He's crawling! 
 
    And he's crawling fast! 
 
    “Oh hell, no,” I stammer, turning and running again, racing around the bend and then along the next stretch of road. 
 
    My bag falls from my arm, but I don't stop to pick it up. All I can focus on is the next bend, and the desperate hope that a car will suddenly appear and save me from this nightmare. I don't even dare look over my shoulder, but I tell myself that there's no way that freak can be crawling as fast as I'm running. After all, I came fourth three times in my school athletics competitions, and that was only a few years ago, and I'm not - 
 
    Suddenly something grabs me from behind, swinging me around and off my feet before sending me clattering against a nearby earth-bank. I slam against a twisted tree root that's poking out, and then I slither down just as the guy gets to his feet and steps toward me. 
 
    “Listen -” 
 
    “Please don't rape me!” I scream. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don't murder me either!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I reach for my bag, but of course it's way back on the road and I don't even remember where I left the can of pepper spray. 
 
    “Please don't hurt me,” I sob, with tears streaming down my face. “I'll scream. You won't enjoy it if I'm screaming, will you?” I freeze, as I feel a pang of doubt in my chest. “Or will you? God, are you one of those perverts? Please don't do anything to me. I'm a good person, I swear I am, and I don't deserve to be murdered and mutilated and beheaded at the side of the road and then buried in a shallow grave, and then to have pack dogs come along and dig me up and eat my corpse, and then for some kid to one day find my hand on the forest floor and -” 
 
    I take a deep, sobbing breath. 
 
    “- and then for them to test it and realize it's me, and then for them to find the rest of me but not to release details of what really happened because it's too disgusting!” 
 
    “You're different,” the guy replies with a furrowed brow. “Very different.” 
 
    “I'll do anything!” I whimper. “Anything at all! Just don't hurt me!” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, before reaching into his pocket and taking out that same silver ring he tried to show me earlier. Then he takes a step toward me, and then he crouches down. 
 
    “Please,” I sob, “don't do it.” 
 
    “Take it,” he says, holding the ring out to me. 
 
    “I don't want anything!” 
 
    “Just take it.” 
 
    “Please, I don't want to die!” I sob, with tears streaming down my face. “I'm too popular to die!” 
 
    “Take the goddamn ring, Ramsey!” 
 
    I feel a lurch of nausea in my belly when he says that name, but before I can react he grabs my hands and forces me to take the ring. 
 
    I open my mouth to beg him for my life some more, but then I feel the cold metal against my skin and I look down at the ring, and for some weird reason I get this really strong feeling that I've seen it before. I know that's nuts, because I haven't seen anything like this ring, but as I turn it around between my fingers I'm overcome by a sense of familiarity, and... something else. Something new. Something I can't quite identify at first, until finally I realize what I'm feeling. 
 
    Sorrow. 
 
    I'm still crying, but now they're tears of sorrow. 
 
    “I don't understand,” I whisper, “I'm not -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear a loud clinking sound. In a flash, I remember seeing someone set this ring on a dish next to a sink while he started washing some dinner plates. At the same time there's also a really strong smell of cologne filling my nostrils, but it's not a cologne I remember. At least, it's not one I remember remembering. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask, and now the tears are already starting to dry on my cheeks. “I don't...” 
 
    “It's going to take a while for me to explain,” the guy says, “but I need you to at least hear me out. I've been looking for you for a long, long time, Ramsey. I finally located you two years ago. At first, I was going to leave you alone, but in the last six months... Something bad has happened. Something to do with Sebastian and the witch. Ramsey, if there were any other way, I'd take it. But there's not. I need you. We need you!” 
 
    “We?” I whisper, still staring down at the ring. “Why do you keep saying that name? Why do you keep calling me -” 
 
    “Ramsey!” I hear another voice yell suddenly, echoing in my head. It sounds angry. “You're going to wait here until I get back! Do you understand?” 
 
    “Dad?” I blurt out, finally remembering a face. 
 
    “It'll take time for everything to come back to you,” the guy says, “but it will come back. It shouldn't, but it will. You remembered Sophia Landsome before, and now you're going to remember Ramsey Kopperud, and you might even remember some of the others. You might even remember...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” he continues, “that's something I can tell you another time. Right now, we need to go somewhere so we can talk. And we really need to clean you up, too, because this isn't a good look.” 
 
    I'm not listening. 
 
    Instead, I'm hearing voices echoing in my mind. 
 
    “It doesn't work like that!” I hear someone shout. Maybe me. “Dad, Sebastian specifically said this isn't how the deal works! If it's something you do to yourself, the deal doesn't hold! He warned me about that! Suicide is the only way you can die!” 
 
    “Good job this isn't suicide, then,” a man's voice replies. “Relax, I'll be right back.” 
 
    “Dad, no! Dad -” 
 
    “Dad!” I gasp, still holding the ring. My heart is pounding, but somehow I'm remembering two lives at once. There's my life – eighteen years as Carrie Cane – but there's also another life, someone earlier, someone whose father went away and who fought and who struggled and who... 
 
    Died. 
 
    I remember sinking into cold, dark water. 
 
    I remember drowning. 
 
    I remember dying. 
 
    “Ramsey, this is important,” the guy says, reaching out and taking my hand, ready to help me up again. “We have to find Sebastian. We have to find the witch. It's not just about you anymore, or about me, or about a deal or about the forest. It's about everything. It's about the whole world. Ramsey, something very bad has happened and I need you to help me put it right. And step one is to find Sebastian. Please. I can't do it without you.” 
 
    “Ethan?” I whisper, still trying to make sense of all these strange new memories. “Is... Is it really you?” 
 
    “I'll explain everything on the way,” he continues. “Right now, we have to get moving. It's Sebastian, Ramsey. Sebastian needs our help.” 
 
  
 
  



 Fifty-Nine 
 
    Samantha 'Giggis' Higglestone 
 
      
 
    One year later 
 
      
 
    “It's such a beautiful night,” I say with a smile, turning and looking up at the sky. “You can't usually see the stars from here, can you? There's usually too much light from the city.” 
 
    “I think it's gonna rain,” Johnny says behind me. “See those clouds moving in? How about we head somewhere for a drink?” 
 
    “I like rain,” I tell him, still staring up at the stars. 
 
    “Mary, come on.” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    “Nobody likes rain.” 
 
    I feel him put an arm around my waist, and then I turn away just a little. I don't know whether he was about to try kissing me, but I'd rather not find out, not yet. This date has gone so well, and I'm worried about pushing things on too fast. There'll be time for a kiss on our second or third date, and Johnny – if he's the kind of guy I think he is – will understand that. 
 
    “So I know this great bar,” he says, walking alongside me as we make our way along the dimly-lit path. There's no-one else around. “They do cocktails, they do wine, they do spirits. They really have anything you could possibly want. I'm buying, if that helps.” 
 
    I bite my bottom lip. 
 
    He just lost another point on the subtlety scale. 
 
    “Sorry,” he adds. “I didn't mean... Well, you know what I mean. They have water, too. And alcohol-free cocktails. And I don't have to pay, if you don't want.” 
 
    Another point lost on the subtlety scale, but a couple gained on the cute-awkward scale. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” he asks. “I think I just felt a spot of rain.” 
 
    “I'm enjoying the walk,” I counter. 
 
    “Sure, but the weather seems to be turning and maybe we should think about -” 
 
    “Can't we just take our time?” I ask. “So it rains, so what? We get a little wet.” 
 
    “I like the way you think,” he says. 
 
    I can't help laughing. Out loud. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing.” I check my watch. After everything I just said about taking our time, I'm going to feel like a hypocrite if I say I want to go home, but suddenly I feel a little antsy. “I should probably get going soon, that's all.” 
 
    “I thought you were a freelancer.” 
 
    “I have deadlines.” 
 
    “So -” 
 
    “I get itchy when I don't meet my deadlines,” I add, as I feel more and more spots of rain falling against my face, “even the ones I impose for myself. Half the work of being a freelancer is getting out of bed in the morning and being at the desk by eight.” 
 
    “I can dig that. Discipline's cool.” 
 
    “And the rain's really starting to come down now,” I point out, “so maybe -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a scream in the distance. Not too close, maybe a mile or so away. I turn and look across the darkened park, but I already know that there's no reason to be worried. In the six months since I moved to New York from Stubb's Bottom, I've come to learn that people just scream in the city sometimes and it doesn't mean anything's wrong. Screams are just a part of life around here. 
 
    “I'd like to see you again,” Johnny says as we stroll toward the exit. “I'm away next week at a conference, but maybe the week after we could get together and I could show you some of the bars in my neighborhood.” 
 
    “Oh, you could, could you?” I reply, as a few more spots of rain fall on my glasses. I wipe them away, but a couple more follow almost immediately and now my glasses are a little smeared. “Well, I suppose I could maybe make it out that way, but I'd have to get the last train home, so I wouldn't be able to drink too much. Truth be told, I never drink too much.” 
 
    “Do you smell that?” he asks. “There's something in the air, like... I don't know, a little rich. Almost like iron.” 
 
    “I love the smell of rain hitting grass.” 
 
    “Yeah, this isn't that, though.” I can hear him sniffing in the darkness. “It's pretty strong.” 
 
    Smiling, I see a street-light up ahead. We've been on this dark path for so long, it'll be nice to be able to see one another again. After all, Johnny has a real cute smile with dimples and everything. Sometimes I think I don't so much want to date him, as just have him around a lot like a work of art. Then again, I've changed my mind about the kissing thing now. If he makes a move for a light peck on the cheek at the street-light, even a brief kiss on the mouth, I think I'd like to give him that encouragement. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    The rain's really starting to come down now, hissing as it hits the grass on either side of the dark path. 
 
    In the distance there's another scream, then another from the opposite direction. 
 
    And then yet another. 
 
    “Sounds like some people are having fun,” I point out, before realizing that I might seem rude. “Oh, not that I'm not! I am! You know that, right?” 
 
    “I think so,” he says, and I can hear from the sound of his voice that he's amused. 
 
    “I'm not -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I taste something really weird on my lips. Something strong and rich, and a little sticky. At the same time, my glasses are really starting to get a lot of spots on them, and for some reason these particular spots are smearing the lenses as they dribble down. 
 
    “Hang on,” I mutter, reaching up and wiping the rain away, only to find that my glasses are getting really smeared now. 
 
    Nearby, another person screams. Closer this time, maybe just a couple of hundred meters away. I think I can hear more screams, too, out beyond the edge of the park. 
 
    “There's this weird taste in my mouth,” Johnny says after a moment. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” I reply, licking my lips and tasting the tangy richness again. “What is it?” 
 
    “Must be the rain,” he says as we step toward the street-light. “Um, don't take this the wrong way, Mary, but I think it's starting to really pelt down now. We need to get undercover if we're not going to get drenched.” 
 
    “My station's just a minute that way,” I tell him, looking toward the exit. 
 
    “Yeah, my bus stops round the other corner,” he replies, as the rain gets louder and louder, rustling the tree-tops above us now. “I really did want to hang out with you a little more but -” 
 
    Before he can finish, someone screams nearby and we both turn to look just as a couple of people run frantically along the street. For a moment I start worrying that this might be one of those terrorist attacks I've always heard so much about, but I quickly force myself to stay calm. Still, as I step over to the street-light I can't help craning my neck to peer at the gaps in the fence, and I think I can hear more people yelling over the ever-louder sound of falling rain. 
 
    “Crazy night,” I say, forcing a smile as I turn back to Johnny. “I think -” 
 
    And then I freeze as I see that there's blood dribbling all down his face, and I see a look of horror in his eyes as he stares back at me. For a moment I don't know what to do, but then I open my mouth just as more and more dark dribbles run down my glasses, and then I hear scream after scream coming from the street. A few seconds later, someone races through the gate and slams into us both, stopping for a moment and turning to look at us as more blood streams down all over him. 
 
    “It's blood!” he yells frantically. “It's everywhere, it's all over the city! It's raining blood!” 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four hours earlier 
 
      
 
    Even here in the room, I can hear sirens. I look over at the window, just as flashing blue lights zoom past the motel and rush off into the night. Something's happening far, far away from here, but it's nothing to do with me. The world is carrying on as normal, oblivious to anything that doesn't make the nightly news. 
 
    Hearing a click at the door, I turn just as Ethan lets himself in. He's carrying fast food bags in his arms. 
 
    “They didn't have that chicken thing you like,” he says, sounding exhausted. “I got beef and pork. You can take whichever one you want.” 
 
    “I'm not hungry,” I tell him. 
 
    “You need to eat.” 
 
    “I'll eat when I'm hungry.” 
 
    “Carrie -” 
 
    “Don't call me that! I told you, I'm Ramsey!” I pause for a moment, sick of how many times I've had to insist on this point. “I feel like Ramsey,” I add finally, although I can hear the sliver of desperation in my own voice. “I had that dream again. While you were out.” 
 
    “Of your previous life as Ramsey?” 
 
    “I was at home, with my father.” 
 
    “With Ramsey's father.” 
 
    “I'm Ramsey!” I hiss. 
 
    “Not to the rest of the world.” He sets the bags on the table and turns to me. “Your I.D., your bank cards, the tags in your clothes when you were a little girl. They all identify you as Carrie Cane and -” 
 
    “That was before I remembered,” I tell him firmly. “Of all the previous lives I remember now, my life as Ramsey Kopperud is the one that feels most... real.” 
 
    “They've all been real.” 
 
    “Can you stop arguing, and just call me Ramsey? Please?” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, before sighing. 
 
    “James Kopperud was my father,” I continue, “and that's just a fact.” 
 
    “You've had a different father in each lifetime,” he replies. “A different mother, too. Different families, in different towns all around the world. Everyone's the same, except that for some reason you actually remember all your past lives.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I remind him. “Just the recent ones.” 
 
    “You remember being Sophia Landsome.” 
 
    “Barely. She died when she was... I mean, I died when I was just a kid. When I was her.” I take a deep breath. “Can we please stop talking about this for now? It's making my head hurt. I have all these lives and names swirling in my head and I can't be all of them at once. I have to pick one, and the one I'm picking is Ramsey Kopperud. You can tell me that's wrong, but I don't care. I'd rather you told me you've made some progress in the hunt for Sebastian. How did it go, calling those numbers?” 
 
    “I didn't get anywhere,” he replies. “It was always a long-shot. I mean, Sebastian's hardly likely to be living in some nice little suburban house with a mortgage and a credit history. Checking out every Sebastian in every phone book is like... I can't even think of an analogy. The odds are miniscule.” 
 
    “So we have to try some other method,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don't have any ideas.” 
 
    “When you came and found me six months ago,” I continue, “you said Sebastian needed our help. You said you knew that because you felt him cry out several times. If you're right, then shouldn't he be looking for us? No offense, but for me?” 
 
    “There have been no hits on the website we set up.” 
 
    “While you were out,” I add, “I thought of another possibility. What if that cry you sensed wasn't Sebastian needing help? What if it was him dying?” 
 
    “Out of the question.” 
 
    “So you think he's immortal?” 
 
    “I think I know the difference between a man crying out in pain, and a man dying. Something happened to him, Carrie. I mean... Ramsey. Sebastian isn't omnipotent. There were times when he barely seemed to be in control of his powers at all, even though he tried to put up a more confident front. There's something chaotic about how he does things. That's what I sensed most of all when I felt him crying out. He was lost, and confused. It was almost as if...” 
 
    “As if the witch escaped?” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “You don't know that.” 
 
    “You're the only one who can release her.” 
 
    “You don't know that, either,” I point out. “Sebastian can probably release her too.” 
 
    “He said -” 
 
    “And you just noted that he's not omnipotent. He's not always truthful, either. What if he tried to release her, on his own terms, and it went horribly wrong?” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, as if he's considering the idea. 
 
    “I don't think that's possible,” he says finally. “If the witch escaped, there'd be other signs. It wouldn't just be Sebastian crying out. If the stories are true, the witch's release is a portent of the end of days. There'd be storms gathering, and floods. Violence. Some versions of the story even claim there'd be plagues, and blood would rain from the sky. I haven't heard about anything like that happening, Ramsey. Have you?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “It's late,” he replies. “We should eat and get some rest. We have to hit the road earlier tomorrow.” 
 
    “To drive in another random direction, hoping we happen to bump into Sebastian?” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” he asks. 
 
    He heads over to the bags and opens one, taking out a bun with some kind of meat inside. 
 
    “Maybe there isn't a better idea,” I point out, feeling utterly hopeless. “Maybe we're doomed to keep trying forever, with basically no realistic chance of ever finding him.” 
 
    “Then we're screwed,” he replies, “because I've got a feeling that wherever he is right now, Sebastian might well be losing control of the situation. And then blood really might start raining from the sky.” 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty-One 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” a male voice calls out suddenly. “Is anyone down there?” 
 
    I stay completely still, not quite trusting this person enough to reply. My mind is racing, trying to figure out who he might be. His voice is young, a little older than me perhaps but definitely not ancient. And friendly-sounding, too, although that might be a trap. 
 
    “Girl?” he continues, as the flashlight's beam continues to dance across the tunnel's floor, picking out gnarled tree roots in shades of silver and white. “Are you down there? I can help you up, but first I need to know you're still alive.” 
 
    The flashlight's beam is still sweeping through the darkness, but it hasn't picked me out yet. 
 
    I take a cautious step closer, while making sure I don't make much noise. After a moment, however, I realize I can just about hear another sound up above. 
 
    An engine running. 
 
    Some kind of vehicle, parked a little way from the hole. 
 
    “Hey, girl!” the voice continues, and he sounds a little annoyed now. “Are you still there? Just give me a whimper or something, let me know. I can send a rope down and get you out, but you're gonna have to let me know you're there first.” 
 
    “Ramsey.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” I call up to him. 
 
    No reply. The only sound is the engine, running maybe a few meters from the edge of the hole. 
 
    “Are you...” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, worried about the answer to my next question. 
 
    “Are you the guy from the truck?” I ask finally. “The guy who...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    “Are you coming up or not?” he replies, sounding a little annoyed. 
 
    “Where's Leanne?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My friend. She was with me. Did she get away and call help?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Did she find you and ask you to come and get me out?” I continue. 
 
    “Sure she did. Now are you climbing up or not?” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    I stare at the rope for a moment, as it dangles right in front me. Climbing up seems so easy, despite my damaged hand, but I'm worried about what would happen to me at the top. 
 
    “Can I talk to her?” I ask finally. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can I talk to Leanne?” 
 
    “She's in the truck.” 
 
    I feel a faint shiver pass through my spine. 
 
    “Ramsey, wake up!” 
 
    “Can you get her for me?” I ask. 
 
    “She's in the truck. Are you coming up or not?” 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    Gasping, I open my eyes and sit up, and I find that I'm back in the motel room. One of the bedside lights is on, and Ethan is sitting on the bed next to me, having left his spot on the couch. Turning to him, I realize that not only am I breathless, but there's sweat pouring down my face. 
 
    “You were talking in your sleep,” he says cautiously. “Again.” 
 
    “I was dreaming,” I whisper. 
 
    “About the past?” 
 
    “I think so. I was in a tunnel and...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I try to recall the details of the dream. Lately I've been 'remembering' things while I'm asleep, reliving things that I guess happened to me many years ago. The details always fade pretty quickly, leaving only impressions. This time, I can hear a man's voice echoing in my mind, and I can feel a cold, terrible ache in my chest as I remember a single smiling face. 
 
    “Leanne,” I whisper. 
 
    “You were dreaming about your friend again?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter.” 
 
    “Was she -” 
 
    “It doesn't matter!” I snap, clambering off the bed and almost tripping as I hurry to the bathroom door. I feel a little dizzy, and then when I pull the cord I'm almost blinded by the bare electric bulb above. “I just need to wash my face,” I mumble. “I'll be right back.” 
 
    I shut the door and slide the bolt across, and then I head over to the sink. I start running some water, while trying desperately to get my spinning mind to stay still for a moment. Those crazy dreams always leave me disorientated, but they come every night and I still don't have a way to ward them off. It's almost as if my brain is throwing up random memories – mostly from my life as Ramsey, but occasionally also from other lives too – in an attempt to make me remember something specific. I feel as if I'm zeroing in on something, but I don't have any clues to help me figure out what. 
 
    I lean down and splash some cold water onto my face. As I do so, however, I feel a sudden warmth hit me, and before I can open my eyes something hard slams into my face and knocks me backward. I cry out as I slip and fall, and I turn my head as I feel something wooden slash against my cheek and drive splinters deep into my skin. Landing against the side of the bath, I roll onto my side and let out a gasp as I finally open my eyes, and I take a moment to stare down at the tiled floor as I wait for my racing heart to calm down. Then I turn and look around the bathroom, and I find that I'm all alone in here. 
 
    “Ramsey?” Ethan calls out from the other side of the door. “Are you okay?” 
 
    That was different. 
 
    That memory seemed to burst out at me while I'm awake, and it seemed so much more real than all the others. It also seemed not to fit with anything else I've remembered from any of my other past lives. 
 
    What have I forgotten? What long-buried memory is trying to force its way to the front of my mind? 
 
    I look back at my reflection. 
 
    Suddenly I see a dozen hands reaching around from behind me, clutching my shoulders and waist and arms. The hands are pale gray and withered, and as soon as I see them I realize I can feel them too. They're trying to pull me back and - 
 
    “Ramsey!” 
 
    The door crashes open, and the bolt falls to the floor as Ethan forces his way into the room. 
 
    In that instant, I blink and the hands are gone. 
 
    “What's going on?” Ethan asks, and I turn to see that he looks worried. “It sounded like you were in trouble, and you didn't answer me.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Turning back to look in the mirror, I see that the hands are definitely gone. I look around, but there's no sign of anything else here in the room, and then finally I turn to Ethan again. 
 
    “I saw something,” I stammer, trying not to panic as I remember the feeling of those hands all over me. “There was something in here with me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty-Two 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “It doesn't sound like a memory,” Ethan says the following morning, as he loads our bags into the car and then heads around to the driver's-side door. “I'm worried something actually reached out to you last night, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I was exhausted,” I point out, clinging to the hope that the hands were just a vivid waking dream. “My head's not exactly in a good place right now. I don't trust my own senses, and you shouldn't either.” 
 
    He opens the door before turning to me. In that instant, I realize I can see something in his eyes, something new. It's as if he's hiding things from me. 
 
    “Do you know something?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “Ramsey...” 
 
    “You have to tell me! Whatever it is, I can handle it!” 
 
    He sighs. 
 
    “Do you know what those hands might have been?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he replies, “but... I've been worried for a while now. Ever since I came and found you again. There are ways for entities to reach out to you, Ramsey. At first I thought Sebastian might try to contact you, or that you might sense his pain the way I sensed it, but after a while I realized that since your death he might not know how to locate your new body. But there are other things that might be able to find you.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” 
 
    “I honestly don't know. All I do know is that we live in a world where witches and dark powers are real, which means there could be a lot of things out there that have an interest in you. A human who can remember his or her past lives is something very rare. We need to keep moving, and we need to find Sebastian as quickly as possible.” He pauses for a moment. “That's why I'm taking you to somewhere you've been before. In your previous life, I mean. Get in the car.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the one place I thought I shouldn't take you,” he continues. “I just don't have a choice now. Ramsey, we're about sixty miles from Deal right now. For better or for worse, I'm taking you home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I've never seen anything like it,” I reply as Ethan slows the car to a crawl, and as I look out the window and see vast acres of land filled with nothing but damaged tree-stumps. “What happened here?” 
 
    “You don't remember?” 
 
    I turn to him, just as he stops the car at the side of the road. 
 
    “I remember a fire,” I whisper, and in my mind's eye I see flames roaring all around me. “I was in a forest, and there were flames everywhere.” 
 
    “You were in this forest,” he replies, “and Sebastian burned it to the ground.” 
 
    “And this is just outside Deal?” 
 
    “Almost twenty years ago, the people of this town went through some crazy times. About a year after the fire, everyone in the town fell asleep and experienced the exact same dream. When they woke up, Sheriff James Kopperud – your father – was found dead in what remained of a health clinic on the outskirts of town. His daughter Ramsey was never seen again. Her body's somewhere in the river, but no-one knew to look for her there. Eventually the people of Deal did what people do all over the world. They rationalized what had happened, they came up with paper-thin explanations, and they moved on. Aside from a few conspiracy theorists on the internet, you won't find anyone who wants to even acknowledge that period in the town's life.” 
 
    “How can people ignore something so obvious?” I ask. 
 
    “By making it not obvious.” He opens the door and climbs out of the car. “Come on, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to town?” 
 
    “We are, but we have to stop somewhere else first.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you recognize it?” he asks about an hour later, as we come to the edge of an incline and look down to see some kind of old, abandoned-looking building ahead. “You've been here before, Ramsey.” 
 
    “I don't -” 
 
    Before I can finish that sentence, I realize that maybe I do recognize the building. It's not large, maybe just a room or two, and it's clear that the place has been left untouched for a long time. As I take a few steps forward, however, and make my way down the incline, I can't help remembering being in the middle of the forest once and coming across a house. 
 
    “Sebastian,” I whisper. “This is where Sebastian lived.” 
 
    “It was his family farm,” Ethan explains, as we make our way closer to the building. “I've researched the Staiter family, which seems to be where he came from. I still don't know exactly what happened, I haven't managed to separate fact from fiction, but at some point a witch came here and Sebastian trapped her. I'm not sure, but I believe he might have caused more trees to grow, closer to the farmhouse. Maybe he wanted to hide the place away a little better. He stayed here, and my brothers and I were created here, but eventually you showed up and Sebastian got scared. After he made his deal with you, he moved the witch. He must have been very scared, Ramsey, to finally leave his home after so long.” 
 
    Stepping around another tree-stump, I finally reach the farmhouse and peer through one of the windows. All I see inside is rubble and dirt, although when I touch the side of the window I can't deny that I feel something stirring deep in my chest. It's as if my body, independently of my mind, is having some kind of reaction to the fact that I'm back here. 
 
    “He'll be waiting for you,” I hear a woman's voice whisper, far back in my memories. “If he's let you come this far, he won't let you leave again. That's just how things work when you come into the wrong part of the forest.” 
 
    Who was that woman? 
 
    I spot a long, dark rectangular shape in the distance straight ahead. I stare for a moment, as my eyes continue to adjust to the darkness, and at first I tell myself that it must be a figment of my imagination. Finally, however, I realize that the shape appears to be some kind of cabin, maybe a small house, although all the lights are off and it looks abandoned. There's probably been no - 
 
    Suddenly a light flickers to life in one of the windows. 
 
    I guess there's somebody home after all. 
 
    I remember now. I remember coming here and meeting Sebastian for the first time. Running my hand along the window's cracked frame, I remember stepping into the farmhouse and seeing a well-maintained living room. The place actually seemed nice, and Sebastian was friendly. Well, he was friendly at first, anyway. He had a fire burning, and looking back now it's clear that he was expecting me. I didn't sense fear, particularly, but I guess he was just covering that up at the time. And now I'm remembering more and more of that night, and the memories are flooding into my mind so fast I can't keep them all straight. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ethan asks cautiously, stepping up behind me. “I didn't want to bring you here, Ramsey. It's kind of a last resort measure.” 
 
    “Are there ghosts here?” I reply. 
 
    “Ghosts? No, Ramsey. I told you before, there's no such thing as ghosts.” 
 
    “I have to go inside,” I reply, heading around to the front door and making my way into the gloomy, unlit interior. I know it's crazy, but I feel as if there's something here, something waiting for me. Not a person, necessarily, more... 
 
    A memory. 
 
    There's a specific memory here, one that I have to get back. 
 
    As I stand in the first room, however, I have no idea exactly where to find that memory. Certainly not in this part of the house, so I walk over to the next door and look through into what seems to have been the old kitchen. Somehow, deep down, I know that I'm a little closer now. 
 
    “What are you feeling?” Ethan asks. “Ramsey, do -” 
 
    “Quiet!” I hiss, trying to listen to something that seems to be silently calling me. 
 
    I wait a moment, and then I step into the kitchen. This part of the house seems stiller than the rest, as if the walls are holding their breath. I feel expected somehow, as if I was supposed to come here. Maybe that's all in my head, but as I walk across the kitchen I feel in some strange way as if I've come home. At the same time, looking around the room I don't see anything that really means much, even though I'm convinced that I'm getting closer to that elusive memory. 
 
    “There's nothing in here,” I whisper, before turning to look back at Ethan. “I don't understand how -” 
 
    Suddenly my right foot presses against a very loose section of the floor. Looking down, I'm surprised to see the outline of a hatch, and I instantly know that I have to go down there. 
 
    “Help me,” I say, stepping around the hatch and trying to figure out how to get it open. “Ethan, we have to go down into the basement.” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “Help me!” I say again, struggling to get a proper hold of the metal ring that's in a sunken section of the hatch's closest side. “Ethan, hurry!” 
 
    I glance at him, and I immediately see that there's fear in his eyes as he stares at the hatch. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “When my brothers and I lived here with Sebastian,” he says cautiously, “we all knew never to go down there.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don't know, we just knew it. Sebastian didn't tell us to keep away, it was more like...” His voice trails off for a moment. “We were scared. I think maybe something had happened to us down there, and we never wanted to go back. One of my brothers even thought he remembered hearing terrible screams coming from the basement, he thought we'd been born down there. I don't know whether he was right or not, but the thought of even opening that hatch... Ramsey, are you sure this is necessary?” 
 
    “You can wait up here,” I reply, finally getting the metal ring loose and hauling the hatch door open, revealing a set of wooden steps that lead down into the dark, cold space below, “but I have to see what's in this basement.” 
 
    Something down there is calling to me. 
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    “Do you remember anything yet?” I ask as we get to the bottom of the steps. Aiming my flashlight out across the basement, I see nothing but four walls and a large, empty space. 
 
    “Nothing specific,” Ethan replies, aiming his flashlight down at the dusty floor and then over toward the far wall. “Just a feeling of fear. And dread. How about you?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer, but then I see that there is something down here after all. Shivering a little in the cold air, I step out across the room and make my way to the wall on the other side, where there's a set of thick, rusty old chains attached to the stonework. I crouch down to take a closer look, and for some reason I feel compelled to reach out and pick up one section of the chains. 
 
    “Be careful,” Ethan says as he comes over to join me. 
 
    “Could someone have been kept down here once?” I ask, feeling a slow sense of recognition start creeping up through my shoulders. “Like, chained down here?” 
 
    “I guess so,” he replies. “Sebastian used an ancient witch text to come up with the prison he constructed, but it's possible that first he had her chained down here and...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    I turn and look up at him, and I see that he's staring at the farthest corner. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. “Are you remembering something?” 
 
    I wait, but he says nothing and I realize that he seems lost in thought. Or in a memory. 
 
    “Blood,” he whispers finally, turning and looking back toward the staircase. “I swear, Ramsey, I never remembered this before, but now I know my brothers and I chased someone through this cellar. It's earlier than any other memory that I have. We chased someone up those stairs and we were sinking our teeth into him. He was screaming and blood was everywhere.” 
 
    “You killed a man here?” 
 
    “I don't think so, I think...” 
 
    He pauses, before turning to me. 
 
    “I think it was Sebastian,” he continues, sounding shocked. “I have no idea why, or how, but I think my brothers and I once chased Sebastian. We almost killed him, but he must have found a way to stop us. I thought we were always his loyal followers, but at some point early on we actually attacked him! I can't imagine how that could ever have happened, but I think maybe this basement is where my brothers and I were born. Or put together, or however we were created. Maybe this is where we came from.” 
 
    “It's okay if you want to go back upstairs,” I tell him. “I'll be fine down here by myself.” 
 
    He hesitates, as if he's considering my suggestion. 
 
    “We're in this together,” he says finally. “Stay focused, Ramsey. Do you still feel something calling to you?” 
 
    I turn back to look at the chain, which I'm still holding. I know I was never down here in this basement – I didn't even realize it was here – but at the same time I feel strangely like I'm here for the second time. And as that sensation grows, so too does a faint rumbling sound that seems to be rushing into my ears. I know that the sound isn't real, that it's just a memory, but it's getting stronger and stronger and now I almost feel as if I'm underwater. There's something pounding in the distance, too, a kind of steady pulse like a heartbeat. It's not my heartbeat, though. It's more like somebody is close, although as I look around the room I only see Ethan and I know the sound isn't coming from him. It's coming from someone, though, and that particular someone is coming closer and closer with every beat. 
 
    “We're not alone,” I whisper, looking around the room as I try to figure out the source of the memory. 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “There's someone here,” I continue, and now the thumping heartbeat is deafening. “Can you not hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” Ethan asks. 
 
    I wince as the sound starts hurting my ears. Still holding the chain, I realize I can feel the heartbeat now, almost as if - 
 
    Suddenly it's gone. 
 
    I freeze, terrified in case the sound might come back, but there's nothing. I turn and look around the room again, and then I look back down at the chain. 
 
    “Ethan,” I say cautiously, with a growing sense of fear, “I think -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a bloodied and bruised woman screams as she suddenly lunges from the darkness right in front of me. I fall back, letting go of the chain in the process, and the woman lands on top of me. Too horrified to even cry out, I stare up at her as she leans down toward me, and I realize I can hear her heart pounding in her chest, and then - 
 
    And then she's gone. 
 
    I reach up to touch her face, but there's no sign of her. 
 
    “Ramsey?” 
 
    Ethan hurries over and drops to his knees, leaning over me to check that I'm alright. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I stammer. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “She was here,” I continue, sitting up and looking around. “She was right here. She came at me, she pushed me back. I saw her, I felt her.” I turn to him, feeling increasingly frantic. “You must have seen her!” 
 
    “You just crumpled,” he replies. “You dropped back onto the floor, like something had hit you.” 
 
    “I think I saw a ghost,” I tell him, getting to my feet and taking a step back. “Ethan, I think I might have seen the ghost of the witch.” 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “Hello?” I call out, hoping that she might come back. After a moment, I pick up the chain, just in case that was how we made our connection. “I need to talk to you! Please, it's really important! We came all this way to find you!” 
 
    “Ramsey,” Ethan says cautiously, “there's no such thing as ghosts.” 
 
    “I saw her!” 
 
    “That doesn't mean she was a ghost.” 
 
    “She wasn't a memory!” I snap, turning to him. “Don't tell me she was like Sophia Landsome, either, because I know it wasn't another memory from a past life. It can't have been. I never even met the witch, except when she was being held prisoner in the tunnels.” 
 
    “She's also not dead,” he points out, “which kind of makes it difficult for her to show up as a ghost. Even if ghosts were real, which they're not.” 
 
    “Maybe she reached out to me,” I reply, “the way Sebastian reached out.” 
 
    “This doesn't make any sense,” he says with a sigh. “The witch can't be dead, and ghosts don't exist, and we know you weren't here at the farm when the witch was first captured. Which means there's no way you should be experiencing any kind of memory here.” 
 
    “I am, though,” I point out, feeling a shiver pass through my chest. “How do you explain that?” 
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    “I want to go back there tonight,” I say as Ethan turns the wheel, bringing the car around a corner and onto the town square. “I want to spend the night in that old farmhouse.” 
 
    “I told you, there's no -” 
 
    “She might come back!” I continue. “You said you brought me back to Deal because you wanted to make me remember, and I think it's pretty clear that's starting to happen. I don't know why I saw the witch, but if I can see her again, maybe I can talk to her. I was able to talk to Sophia, wasn't I?” 
 
    I look out at the square, which definitely seems a little familiar. I was here many years ago, as Ramsey Kopperud, and not much looks to have changed. After a moment, as Ethan parks the car, I realize that he's fallen silent. 
 
    “You don't have to come tonight,” I tell him. “I get that the farm brings back weird memories for you. You can wait somewhere else, but I have to go there and try to contact the witch. It's what we came here for.” 
 
    “I'm not letting you go alone,” he replies, but I can hear the fear in his voice. “We're in this together and I'll come with you. Even if I'm not convinced it's a good idea.” 
 
    “It's the only idea,” I tell him, glancing back out at the town square and watching passersby as they go about their afternoon routines. “It's our only lead, and she might -” 
 
    Suddenly I freeze as I spot a familiar figure walking along the street. I tell myself that I have to be wrong, that she looks too old and stooped, but then I realize that almost twenty years have passed since I last saw her. She heads over to the bar, and then she pushed the door open and disappears inside. 
 
    “Harry,” I whisper, remembering Dad's girlfriend. “That was Harry.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as I push the door open, I'm hit by the smell of stale beer. Harry always kept her bar pristine, but now the place is dark and dirty, and there are drunks sleeping in the booths. The place looks to have been given a complete makeover, transforming it from a friendly local pub to a complete dive, and a moment later I spot the reason why that might have happened. 
 
    Harry's not actually behind the bar. Instead, she's sitting on a stool with a glass of red wine in front of her, and a scruffy-looking woman is putting glasses on the shelves. 
 
    “I've never understood why humans want to drink themselves to oblivion,” Ethan says cautiously as he follows me through the doorway. 
 
    “Sometimes it's the only way to escape your own thoughts,” I reply, keeping my gaze fixed on Harry and seeing that she looks so sad and shattered. “Sometimes it's better than facing up to what you've lost.” 
 
    “I think I might wait outside,” he says. “Take your time.” 
 
    I make my way around the pool table, where two men are midway through a game, and I cautiously approach the bar. Part of me thinks this is a bad idea, since I look just enough like Ramsey for Harry to maybe recognize me. At the same time, I can't possibly turn around and walk away now, so I stop at the bar and turn to the woman at the far end. 
 
    “Can I get a glass of water, please?” I ask. 
 
    “Water isn't free here,” she grumbles. 
 
    “That's okay.” Reaching into my pocket, I take out some bills and set them on the counter. As I do so, I can see out the corner of my eye that Harry is looking at me. I don't turn to her, not yet. I need to play this cool. 
 
    “Two,” the woman says as she sets a bottle of water in front of me, and then she grabs a couple of bills. She gives me a dirty look, as if she doesn't approve of me drinking something that isn't alcoholic. 
 
    I put the rest of my money away, and then I pretend to take a look at the label on the bottle for a moment before finally I turn and look over at Harry. As soon as our eyes meet, I'm shocked by the lines and wrinkles all over her face, and by her gray hair. I know it's been almost twenty years since I last saw her, which means she should be pretty much in her sixties, but she looks at least a decade older than that. When I knew her before, she always seemed so vibrant and strong, whereas now it's as if the whole world is weighing her down. 
 
    “Hey,” I say cautiously, unable to hide a nervous smile. “How are you doing there?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    She pauses, before shaking her head and looking back down at her glass. 
 
    “Never mind,” she mutters. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. “You almost seemed to recognize me there for a moment.” 
 
    “It's nothing,” she replies, taking a sip. “You just reminded me of someone, that's all.” 
 
    “Someone close to you?” 
 
    “Forget it, girl.” She waves me away. “I don't want to talk.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask if she's okay, but I can already tell that she saw something in my eyes. There's no way she'll actually think I could be Ramsey Kopperud, since she probably assumes I'm dead and she'll also know that I should be in my late thirties by now, but I guess there's enough of a resemblance for her to have been a little spooked. Sure enough, a moment later she glances at me again, as if to get a second look. 
 
    “What are staring at me for?” she snaps. “Mind your own business!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    I look down at my bottle of water, and then I take a swig. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Harry finish her wine and then she takes out her wallet, sorting through the bills for some more money. As she does so, I see that there are some photos in there, and I catch a flash of Buddy's face. There are some other photos, too, but she closes the wallet before I can get a proper look. 
 
    “Another wine?” the barmaid asks, sauntering over. 
 
    Harry just grunts and sets some money down, then she puts her wallet on the bar and starts going through her coat pockets, finally fishing out a packet of cigarettes. Her hands are trembling slightly, and she looks so thin. My heart breaks to think of what it must have been like for her two decades ago, when she lost Dad just a day after losing her father. She must have been left all alone, and it looks like she never recovered. 
 
    “Going for a smoke,” she mutters, climbing off the stool and heading through to the door at the rear. 
 
    I almost go after her, but then I realize maybe that would be unfair. I should just get out of here and stop bothering her, although a moment later I see that she left her wallet on the counter. I immediately glance at the barmaid and see that she's busy with the glasses, and then I look around and see that nobody else is watching me. I know it'll look like I'm a thief, but I just to see those photos that Harry's carrying around, so I surreptitiously reach over and grab her wallet, and then I open it and see the pictures. 
 
    I swear, my heart skips a beat. 
 
    The first photo shows her father Buddy in his days as the local sheriff. 
 
    The second photo shows Dad in his uniform, smiling at the camera. 
 
    And the third photo shows me. Well, Ramsey. Which is me. 
 
    I knew Harry well, of course, but I never would have thought that she'd carry a photo of me around. Yet there I am, in a snap taken during that year when I was living with her and Dad. It's as if she's clinging on to pictures of the family that she lost, and I can feel tears in my eyes as I imagine what things might have been like if Dad and I had both survived. I'm convinced he'd have asked her to marry him, and she'd definitely have accepted. They could be a happy old couple by now, heading for retirement after many years together. 
 
    I look back at the picture of Dad, and then my eyes are drawn to Buddy's smiling face. In that instant, I remember something from my old life. 
 
    “Are you enjoying having your father with you, Ramsey?” Sebastian's smile grows, although he's smiling through Buddy's cold, dead lips. “I hope you're not thinking about breaking out deal. It's a good deal, Ramsey. You should stick to it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I'm going to, I swear.” 
 
    “So this was a false alarm?” 
 
    “It was...” 
 
    My voice trails off, as I realize that maybe I shouldn't tell him about Ethan or about anything else that's happening. Dad will deal with all of that, and then finally everything will be okay. 
 
    “I hope you're not trying to act naturally,” he continues, “because you look extremely nervous, even through a dead man's eyes. Now if you'll excuse me, Ramsey, it's cold where I am and I have to put some more logs on the fire. I have a full life, you know. The days of hiding away in a forest are over and I like my new habits. I'd strongly suggest that you need to get on with your own, and that way you never have to even think about me again.” 
 
    “And you won't break the deal?” I ask. 
 
    “Break it?” He hesitates for a moment. “Why would I ever do that, Ramsey? I got what I wanted, and you got what you wanted. Let's leave it at that. Let's never speak again.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” I whisper, and now I realize I'm shaking with fear. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Suddenly a hand snatches the wallet, snapping me out of the memory, and I see that the barmaid is glaring at me. 
 
    “That's not yours!” she says firmly. “We don't take kindly to thieves in here!” 
 
    “I was just looking,” I stammer as I get off the stool. 
 
    “Sure you were.” 
 
    “When Harry comes back,” I continue, trying not to panic, “could you tell her...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I try to think of something, anything that might make Harry feel better. Someone smarter would probably think of some great message that would turn Harry's whole life around, but I'm just a dumb kid and I can't even begin to think what I could say. And as the seconds tick past, I realize that this is hopeless. 
 
    “Tell Harry I'm sorry,” I say finally, before turning and hurrying out of the bar, almost bumping straight into the pool table in the process. 
 
    Muttering an apology, I push the door open and stumble out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “Ramsey?” Ethan says, hurrying over to me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Why did you have to bring me here?” I snap, turning to him. “I get why we had to go to the house in the forest, but why did you have to bring me to this stupid town?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “I didn't want to see that!” I yell, shoving him hard in the chest and forcing him to take a step back. “There's nothing here except memories and ghosts! And I know you say there's no such thing as ghosts, but I just saw one in that bar! She might be alive, but she's a ghost of who she once was!” 
 
    I wait for him to make some kind of excuse, but he simply stares at me. And then, as I burst into tears, he puts his arms around me and pulls me tight. I want to shove him again, to get far away from him, but instead I simply cry with my face against his chest, sobbing at the memory of Dad and Harry and Buddy and Leanne and Esther and Molly Abernathy and all the people who've suffered because of Sebastian. 
 
    “Take me back to the farmhouse,” I sob. “It'll get dark soon. I don't know what that thing was that I saw in Sebastian's farmhouse, but maybe I can talk to it. At least that way, we might be able to stop anyone else getting hurt.” 
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    I sit in silence during the drive back to the farmhouse, thinking back over and over to my encounter with Harry in the bar. In particular, I keep thinking of the photos in her wallet. It's as if everywhere she goes, she's carrying around the ghosts of her lost family. 
 
    The radio's on, but I don't pay any attention until suddenly Ethan leans over and turns the volume up. 
 
    “Officials still don't have a line on these bizarre events,” a reporter is saying, “but the rain is continuing and the streets of New York are almost empty. It's hard to describe the smell here, but blood is literally pouring from the sky.” 
 
    “And are we sure now that it really is blood?” the news anchor replies. 
 
    “We're waiting for words from specialists,” the reporter continues, “but at this point it's very difficult to imagine what else it could be.” 
 
    “What's happening?” I ask wearily. 
 
    “I hoped I'd misheard,” Ethan replies, “but it sounds like there's blood raining down from the sky in New York.” 
 
    “Huh?” I pause for a moment. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “It's not.” 
 
    “And in terms of causes,” the anchor continues, “would it still be fair to say that the most likely origin of this gruesome weather is some kind of freak storm that's somehow sucked fish or other creatures up into the sky? Like some kind of real-life Sharknado?” 
 
    “That's certainly a possibility,” the reporter says, “but skeptics are asking why only blood would rain down. Of course, one answer might be that the carcasses fell somewhere else while the blood was lighter and managed to get carried further, merging somehow with a storm system.” 
 
    “And of course there have been reports of fish raining on people in the past,” the anchor points out, “and other animals.” 
 
    “Absolutely. So while this might seem like some kind of apocalyptic event, officials are urging people to remain calm and to wait for the scientists and other experts to figure this one out.” 
 
    “That's nothing to worry about, right?” I ask, looking over at Ethan as we flash along the dark road. “It must just be a coincidence.” 
 
    “Three days ago,” he replies tensely, “a town in North Dakota suffered an invasion by millions of locusts.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Two days before that, a woman in southern India reported that her two-year-old son was suddenly speaking in tongues. Usually I'd be skeptical, but in this case there was video evidence.” 
 
    “That doesn't mean -” 
 
    “The coincidences are piling up, Ramsey,” he points out. “There have been other incidents, too. I've been worried for a while, but we can't ignore what's right in front of our faces. New York is a couple of hours ahead of us, but who knows whether this blood rain is an isolated event or whether it's going to spread all across the country. Maybe even all around the world.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask whether he's serious, but then suddenly I remember something Sebastian said to me years ago, when he was speaking to me through Buddy's dead body: 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to ask me while I'm here? I mean it, Ramsey. I only came to you today out of courtesy. It's almost four o'clock in the morning, you're lucky I'm even up this late.” 
 
    I remember looking at the clock and noting that it was actually five o'clock, which means... 
 
    “He's one hour behind us,” I whisper. 
 
    “What did you say?” Ethan asks, as the voices keep blabbering on the radio. 
 
    “Sebastian is one hour behind us,” I say, turning to him as I feel a sudden surge of realization. “When I spoke to him twenty years ago, back in the clinic when he was in Buddy's body, he said it was four o'clock when it was actually five. Which means wherever he was at that moment, he was one hour behind us. That narrows it down hugely. He must have been somewhere around the west coast!” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “I'm sure!” I say firmly. “How could I not have realized sooner? And you said it yourself, he's unlikely to have kept moving about. He probably took the witch somewhere and hunkered down with her, hoping to never be found again!” 
 
    “Okay, so -” 
 
    “And it was cold!” 
 
    “Cold?” 
 
    In an instant, I remember something else that he said that night: 
 
    “If you'll excuse me, Ramsey, it's cold where I am and I have to go to the store. I have a full life, you know. The days of hiding away in a forest are over and I like my new habits.” 
 
    “He was somewhere cold, and he was in a city. Or at least a town. He talked about going to the store. He said his days of being in a forest were over!” 
 
    “That doesn't narrow it down to -” 
 
    “It's a lot better than we've got now!” I continue, cutting him off as I grab my phone and bring up a map. “We can look for places near the west coast where it would have been cold at that time of year. We've just gone from searching the entire country to focusing on a few key places! Ethan, our chances of finding him just improved dramatically!” 
 
    “If we set off tonight, we could be there in a day or two.” 
 
    “I want to spend one night at that farmhouse,” I tell him. “If I can communicate with that thing I saw, with that woman who jumped out at me, maybe I can learn even more. These might be the breakthroughs we've been waiting for! I can't believe it took me this long to remember. We've wasted so much time!” 
 
    “I'll figure out a route during the night,” he replies, and I can tell from the tone of his voice that he agrees with me. “We need to be methodical about this, but also quick.” 
 
    “Just get us to the farmhouse,” I say, looking down at my phone and tapping at the screen. “I can do the rest, but we need to hurry if we -” 
 
    And then I freeze, as I see that a gray, withered hand is resting on my right leg, reaching around as if from behind me even though I'm sitting in the passenger seat. I stare for a moment, and then I spot another hand on my left knee. Looking down at my chest, I see half a dozen more hands all reaching into place, just as I saw back in the motel bathroom. For a moment I'm too scared to say anything, and I tell myself that this must just be another waking dream, but slowly I begin to feel pressure from the hands gripping me tight. 
 
    “Ethan,” I whisper, my voice trembling with fear, “do you see these?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    He turns to me. 
 
    “Ramsey!” he gasps. “What -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I'm pulled backward into the seat. Instead of being held in place, however, I somehow tumble back into a void, falling out of the car and into a vast darkness. I hear Ethan yelling my name in the distance, but then I scream as I feel myself falling and falling through an endless nothingness, tumbling faster and faster until I start to lose consciousness and – finally – everything goes black. 
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    Even here in the room, I can hear sirens. The door creaks as I begin to turn the handle, and I flinch as I feel a tightening spasm of pain that ripples and then bursts in my spine. I freeze, waiting in case the sensation comes back, and then I pull the door open a little and stop to listen to the corridor outside. 
 
    Somewhere nearby, just outside the apartment, there's a very faint tap-tap-tapping sound. I know what it is, of course. 
 
    That stupid girl is on her phone again. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I contemplate going back inside and waiting for her to leave, but then I realize I might be waiting a very long time. I've known the little idiot to sit out there near the top of the stairs for hours at a time, tapping mindlessly at her phone as if nothing else matters in the whole world. I have been alive for a long time now, for well over a century, and mobile telephones are one of the more regrettable inventions that I have seen come to pass. And to think, I once thought televisions would be the downfall of mankind's great reach. 
 
    Still, I cannot simply stand here and wait for the girl to leave, so I gird my loins and open the door before stepping out into the corridor. I do not look at the girl, of course. Instead, I turn and pull the door shut, and I check that it's firmly locked before starting to make my way toward the stairwell. 
 
    “Going out?” the girl asks, not even looking up from her phone. 
 
    In the distance, I can hear a man and a woman arguing loudly in one of the other apartments. Her parents? Maybe, or maybe I'm being too sympathetic. Maybe she has perfectly wonderful parents waiting for her elsewhere in the building, and this laziness is simply her nature. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asks, apparently not realizing that I am ignoring her on purpose. “Hey, old man. I asked you a question.” 
 
    “My activities are none of your business,” I reply, leaning heavily on my cane as I reach the top of the stairs. “Don't you have anything else to be doing with your time?” 
 
    “I'm alright here, thanks.” 
 
    I turn to her, and of course she's still staring at her phone. Apparently she deems it acceptable to carry on a conversation without even making eye contact. How, I wonder, would such a pathetic and dull-minded child ever have survived in the old days, working on a potato field and struggling with the harvests? Back then, we all had to step up and work from an early age, but children now are just left to vegetate and occasionally cause trouble. 
 
    “What is your name?” I ask the girl. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Curiosity.” 
 
    She glances at me, with an expression of pure disdain. Disgust, almost. 
 
    “Hayley,” she says after a moment. 
 
    “A nice, old-fashioned name,” I reply. 
 
    “But people call me Hay-zee.” 
 
    “Of course they do. And how old are you, Hayley?” 
 
    She furrows her brow. “Are you some kind of perv?” 
 
    “Am I what?” 
 
    “You got money?” 
 
    “I was just trying to engage you in conversation,” I reply, although I see now that in this effort I was wasting my time. “Never mind. It's getting late and I have places to be. You'll excuse me, I'm sure, if I get on my way.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she says, returning her gaze to her phone. “I didn't ask you to talk to me in the first place. I only wondered where you were going, that's all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty-Seven 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    As I make my way along the busy late-night street, I cannot help but think back to the endless arguments that I used to have with my father, back when we were struggling to make our farm work. 
 
    “We'll move to the city,” he'd say, over and over again. “That's where the future is.” 
 
    “Never!” I'd yell back at him, with all the ill-thought-out certainty of youth. “I'm going to stay here forever and look after the land!” 
 
    And now look at me, enjoying life here in the city in a manner that I never thought possible. Indeed, over the past couple of decades I have even developed a routine, and one part of that routine involves me going out each evening for a drink in a bar that has become a particular favorite. This new life of mine is a far cry from the days when I lived in the forest outside Deal. 
 
    “The end of the world!” a man shouts on the street corner up ahead. “God has had enough! We've blown all our chances, and now the end of the world is coming!” 
 
    “Maybe,” I mutter as I walk past him, not even bothering to slow. “Or maybe new gods are going to rise up and take control.” 
 
    Sometimes that's how I truly feel. With these powers, I might as well be a god. I might as well start taking action to fix this wretched and corrupt world in which we live. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I told you to sit down!” the woman shouts, grabbing her young daughter's arm and shoving her over to one of the corner booths. “Stop bothering me! Color in your goddamn book, okay?” 
 
    She turns and storms back to the bar, where she quickly resumes her flirtatious chat with the gentlemen she's clearly trying to woo. Dressed in a very revealing outfit, the woman looks utterly unsuitable to be a mother, and I can't fathom why she has chosen to drag her pale, malnourished-looking daughter – who can only be seven or eight years old, if that – to a bar late at night. I'm also rather surprised that the child is allowed in here at all, although I suppose the owner of the establishment is not particularly strict when it comes to enforcing rules. 
 
    The girl carefully selects a crayon, and then she starts coloring another page of her book. After a moment, however, she glances at me and stares, and then she smiles. 
 
    I smile back at her, before taking a sip of sherry. 
 
    Hearing a brief commotion at the bar, I turn just in time to see the mother leading the gentleman – and I use that term advisedly – through to one of the back rooms. I shudder to think what kind of arrangement they might have made, but when I glance back at the little girl I see that she's focusing on her coloring-in. Perhaps she has learned already, even at her tender age, to ignore her mother's insalubrious ways. That would be wise for the child, so that hopefully she doesn't follow her mother's example. 
 
    Looking down at my sherry, I try to stay focused myself. 
 
    I never used to drink alcohol. Back when I was a boy living on the farm, I always used to despise the drunk locals who'd stumble into and out of the local public house. Yet a nightly tipple has become one of my concessions to city living. I don't get drunk, for from it, but I do feel myself getting a little looser and I believe this has a beneficial impact on my way of thinking. Tonight, for example, I am unable to this recurring sense that something is very wrong. My first years in the city were calm and peaceful, but lately I have begun to feel something heading this way, as if there is a target on my back and I should look over my shoulder a little more often. I haven't felt this way for a long time, and I had hoped I would never feel it again. 
 
    After Ramsey Kopperud died, I thought I was in the clear. I'm sure she is dead, even though no body was ever found. Were she alive, I'd have found her by now. I've reached out time and again over the years, searching for her mind just in case, but she's truly gone. And her father died, so evidently our deal came to naught. I should be pleased, I should be able to relax, so why do I increasingly feel these days as if something is wrong? 
 
    Looking down at my hands, I see that I have a few more outbreaks of peeling skin around my knuckles and joints. I have tried changing my diet, but still little patches seem to be turning dry and flakes of skin are curling away from one another. It's almost as if - 
 
    “I need to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    Startled, I turn and see that the little girl has come over to my booth and is standing right next to me. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I reply. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean, what did you say?” 
 
    “I need to go to the bathroom. I was going to wait for Mom to come back, but now I really need to go.” 
 
    As she speaks, I realize she's twisting slightly as she stands, as if she's struggling to hold it in. 
 
    “I believe the ladies room is over there,” I tell her, nodding toward the doors beyond the main bar. “I'm sure your mother wouldn't mind you going by yourself.” 
 
    “She says it's not safe.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly can't -” 
 
    “Would you stand outside the door,” she continues, “and make sure no-one comes in?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    My instinct is to tell the girl that I can't help her, but she looks so anxious. In all the times I've come to this bar, I've never once been disturbed, but now I realize that I am going to have to aid the child. I hesitate for a moment longer, and then finally I start getting to my feet. My bones click and I feel a jolt of pain in my hips, but I force a smile as I turn toward the bathroom doors. 
 
    “Come on, then,” I say, “let's -” 
 
    Before I can finish, the girl takes my hand. 
 
    “Okay,” she says, staring up at me with a faint smile, “I'm ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” I mutter, and then I start leading her toward the bathroom door. I feel utterly incongruous and out of place, but I suppose this poor neglected child needs someone to look after her. “We'll have to go slowly,” I tell her. “I'm afraid I'm not as young as I once was.” 
 
    “That's alright,” she replies nonchalantly. “I've met old people before.” 
 
    “You have, have you?” 
 
    “Your skin is scratchy.” 
 
    “It's a little dry, that's all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don't know. It's getting old, I suppose.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “I've rather lost track,” I tell her, which is true enough. I quickly try to work out an answer. “Why, I think I'm approximately two hundred and twenty years old at this point.” 
 
    “That's impossible.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    Reaching the bathroom door, I let go of her hand. 
 
    “In you go.” 
 
    “Can you come with me?” 
 
    “I think not.” 
 
    “But what if there are monsters in there?” 
 
    “In the bathroom?” 
 
    She nods, and I can tell from her expression that she's taking this danger very seriously indeed. 
 
    “Let me make a deal with you,” I say with a sigh. “If you can be very brave and go in there by yourself, I'll wait right here and I promise I'll rush in and help if I hear you scream.” 
 
    She furrows her brow, as if she's not entirely convinced. 
 
    Over at the bar, the bar-tender casts a puzzled glance at us, but then he goes back to washing some glasses. 
 
    “I'll be right here,” I tell the girl again. “I promise. And there are no monsters in that bathroom, either. I know, because I've been sat nearby for an hour now and if any monsters had gone through the door, I'd have seen them.” 
 
    “Huh.” She pauses. “I suppose that makes sense.” 
 
    “It does, doesn't it?” I feel another flicker of pain in my hip. “Now go on, be brave. In you go.” 
 
    She turns to look at the door. Just as I think she's about to complain again, she pushes the door open and steps through. I glance into the bathroom, and all I see is a dirty but well-lit space with a couple of cubicles at the far end. The smell isn't particularly pleasant, being a mixture of bleach and waste material, but I'm pretty sure that there are no monsters around. And the girl seems convinced, as well, since she makes her way cautiously toward one of the cubicles and allows the main door to slowly swing shut. 
 
    “You'll be fine,” I say with a faint smile, turning and looking back across the bar while I wait for her to return. 
 
    Looking at my hands again, I see that the peeling skin has left a few patches of blood. I know I'm not sick, and I'm certainly not dying, but I suppose some parts of the human body struggle a little when it comes to this kind of longevity. Still, Angela was a few hundred years old when I first met her, and she looked utterly young and beautiful, so I suppose this is simply an aspect of my existence that I have yet to master. I carefully peel away a piece of loose skin, detaching it from my left index finger and then letting it fall to the floor. When I get home tonight, I shall take a look at some key passages in Angela's old book and see if I can find a way to revitalize and renew this old body of mine. I'm not a vain man, but I should like to look respectable. 
 
    Suddenly hearing footsteps, I turn to see the girl's mother tottering back through from the back room on her preposterously high heels. She stops and stares at the empty booth, where the girl's coloring book remains, and then she turns to the barman. 
 
    “She's in the bathroom,” I tell her, hoping to alleviate her concern. “Your daughter, I mean. She asked if I could wait outside for her. In case of monsters.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” she replies. 
 
    “Your daughter, she was over there and -” 
 
    “I know where the fuck she was,” the woman snaps, storming this way and shoving the bathroom door open. “I told her to stay where I fucking left her. Natalie! Are you in here?” 
 
    I hear the toilet flush, just as the door swings shut, and then there's the sound of the woman yelling at her daughter in the bathroom. Taken aback, I hesitate for a moment as I hear more shouting, and then I turn and make my way back over to my booth. I utterly detest this display of poor parenting, though having never had children of my own I suppose I shouldn't judge the woman too harshly. As I sit back down and see that I have roughly half a glass of sherry left, I begin to contemplate whether perhaps I should abandoned the drink and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    Suddenly the bathroom door slams open, hitting the inside wall in the process. 
 
    “You stupid little runt!” the woman yells, shoving her daughter out so hard that the poor girl almost falls over. “How scared do you think I was when I came back and you weren't there, huh? Do you want to give me a fucking heart attack.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mommy,” the girl sobs, glancing briefly at me with tear-filled eyes. “I'm really sorry.” 
 
    “She merely wanted to go to the bathroom,” I tell the woman. “It was only -” 
 
    “And you can shut up!” she snaps back at me. “You should know better than walking off with someone else's kid! Or did they teach you to do stuff like that at pervert school?” 
 
    “I merely -” 
 
    “You don't know him!” the woman continues, grabbing the girl's hand and dragging her over to their booth. “He could be a perv! He might have been about to follow you in there and do all sorts to you!” 
 
    “I can assure you,” I say calmly, as she grabs the girl's books and crayons and shoves them into a bag, “I was only trying to help.” 
 
    “That's what they all say,” she mutters angrily, “right before they slip a hand up your skirt.” 
 
    I shudder as I see the child's red, weeping face. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mommy,” she sobs, “I won't do it again. Please don't be mad.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    Why is that little girl apologizing to her dreadful mother? No wonder the poor thing is terrified of monsters, when evidently she lives with one. 
 
    “Fucking pervs,” the mother spits, ignoring her crying daughter and instead focusing on ramming the coloring book into the bag, even crushing the spine in the process. “They're fucking everywhere.” 
 
    I flinch at the foulness of her language. I am by no means a prude, and I have come to tolerate most aspects of modern life, but this woman is spewing out garbage in front of her daughter and I feel I have to help. 
 
    “Would you like to join me?” I ask the mother. “You seem to be in pain. I might be able to assist you in some manner.” 
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
    “Mommy, am I still going to Daddy's at the weekend?” the child whimpers. “Please, Mommy, I want to go to Daddy's.” 
 
    “Your father can go fuck himself.” 
 
    “I have money,” I tell the woman as she hauls the bag over her shoulder and starts dragging the girl toward the exit. “If you're struggling, I can even help you find a place to live. An apartment in a decent neighborhood, maybe, or -” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    She doesn't even look back as she leads the girl away. 
 
    “Mommy,” the child sobs, “Daddy said maybe -” 
 
    “Will you shut up?” the woman snaps, turning and slapping the girl hard across the face with such force that the girl stumbles back and almost falls. 
 
    “Don't do that!” I say, getting to my feet. 
 
    “You wanna give me parenting advice now, perv?” she replies. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell her exactly what I think of her, but then I realize that perhaps some other action would be more appropriate. Even though I know that this might be wrong, then, I take a deep breath and focus on extending my mind across the space between us. 
 
    “People like you,” she sneers, “think they're so high and mighty. I've met idiots like you before, pal, and you're all the same. You think you're knights in shining armor, but at the end of the day you still want girls like me to get down on our knees.” 
 
    I don't reply. 
 
    I don't give her any kind of visible reaction at all. 
 
    Instead, as she continues to rant, I reach into her body, into her liver, and then – God help me – I cast hundreds and hundreds of tiny cancerous specks through the tissue. Each is barely the sick of a pinprick, but in an instant they begin to grow. Within a few months, they will begin to make their presence felt. 
 
    “Cock-sucking asshole,” she sneers, continuing her foul-mouthed, foul-breathed tirade as she leans even closer to me. “You think you're so fucking superior, don't you?” 
 
    I flinch, and then I send hundreds more specks of cancer into her kidney and gut, and her pancreas too. 
 
    “Men like you can go to hell,” she spits, poking a bony finger against my chest. “You can go suck your own cocks in the hundredth pit of flames!” 
 
    Now the specks spread upward, passing through her lungs and leaving some of their number there before funneling through her neck and into the tip of her spine, and from there flooding through her brain. 
 
    “If you ever come near me or my girl again,” she continues, “I'll scream and I'll tell the cops you tried to rape us both. Is that understood? If you...” 
 
    Suddenly she hesitates, almost as if she has sensed the change in her body. 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Again, she falls silent, and it takes her a moment to recover her anger. 
 
    “Just watch it, is all I'm saying!” she snaps finally. “Keep the hell away from us! Got it?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she turns and drags the crying girl toward the exit. This time I do not stop them. Instead, I simply slip back out of the woman's body and return to my own state of grace, safe in the knowledge that within months she will fall ill, and that then she will slide slowly and inexorably into her grave. And no matter what the child's father is like, I cannot believe that he is not a worse parent. The girl clearly wanted to go to him this weekend, so hopefully he will look after her. 
 
    For a moment, I actually regret not killing the woman right here and now. 
 
    After all, I could have made the cancer more aggressive. I could have made it flood her body and grow in an instant. I have seen the rare dark flower that blooms when a cancer is allowed to reach maturity. I could have tilted that woman's head back, and within seconds the flower would have unfolded from her mouth as she breathed her last, and then I could have left her dead on her knees in this bar while I took the child away and found her father. I have always enjoyed such theatrical touches, although lately my enthusiasm has begun to wane. I suppose I did the right thing by not rushing the woman's disease. 
 
    “You love the melodramatic,” Angela once said to me. “The showy. The grand theatrical displays. What you fail to realize, Sebastian, is that the truest horrors are the quietest and the most subtle.” 
 
    “The ones you barely notice?” I remember asking. 
 
    “The ones you never notice,” she purred. 
 
    Perhaps I am finally beginning to understand what she meant that day, all those many years ago. 
 
    I finish the rest of my sherry, and then I get to my feet. As I walk toward the door, I realize I am once again rubbing my hands together, feeling the sharp little pieces of dried skin that keep inexplicably forming on my body. 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty-Eight 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    By the time I reach the staircase in my apartment building, I'm exhausted. It's almost midnight and I'm home a little earlier than usual, but for some reason the evening has really left me feeling drained. My punishment of that wretched woman shouldn't have had such an impact, yet evidently I need to rest. 
 
    I have been weakening of late. 
 
    I need to become stronger. 
 
    As I make my way up the stairs, I fumble in my pockets for my keys. I feel – and undoubtedly look – like just another old man in the city. Nobody would look at me and see a potential god, someone with powers over all mankind. For too long now I have been content to wallow in this anonymity, but as I reach the top of the stairs I am starting to think that there must be more to this life. I stop for a moment to lean against the wall and get my breath back, and in that instant I resolve to make a fresh start. I am tired now, but tomorrow I shall become stronger. 
 
    Better. 
 
    Faster. 
 
    Fitter. 
 
    I head along the corridor, and I feel a pang of relief as I see that the girl with the cellphone has at long last left her spot near my door. As I approach the door, however, I suddenly realize that I can hear sounds coming from inside my apartment, and finally I see that my door is in fact open, having been left slightly ajar. I feel all my tiredness fade away, replaced by a kind of cold anger, as I hear more sounds coming from the other side and I realize that there are two people in there. 
 
    Intruders. 
 
    I step closer to the door and listen, and I can hear hushed, muffled giggles. There are two people, I believe. One is male and the other is female. They're trying to be quiet, but they're not doing a very good job and a moment later – as if to prove that point further – I hear one of them bump into something, followed immediately by stifled laughter. I've heard tales of robberies occurring in this building, but somehow I always felt that my apartment would be left alone. Now it is clear that the thieves have come to see what they might take from me. I'm sure that, as far as they concerned, I'm just a defenseless old man. 
 
    They probably even think the apartment is empty while I'm out. 
 
    A slow smile creeps across my face as I gently push the door open. The hallway is dark, and now I can tell that the voices are coming from the front room. That's perfect, because it's in the front room that I store the only thing that matters to me in the whole world. These two thieves won't even be aware of what's in their midst, of course, which is just as well since the truth might well drive them out of their minds. 
 
    I let the door gently swing shut, and then I wait and listen in case the faint clicking sound made the thieves take notice. 
 
    “There's nothing here,” a male voice whispers, apparently oblivious to the fact that I have returned. “I thought you said this old bastard was loaded?” 
 
    “I said he might be,” the female voice says, and I immediately recognize her as the girl with the cellphone. “He's always going out. I thought it might be worth a shot.” 
 
    The door to the front room is partially open, so I make my way over and look through to see that the two miscreants are going through the drawers of my desk. They've left the lights off, so it's difficult to make them out too clearly, but it appears that they're searching for money or – at the very least – for anything they might be able to sell. They won't find anything, not in there, and my true assets are all far too well hidden. 
 
    And of course, they have not noticed the witch by the window. 
 
    Since I left Deal and came to the city, I have had Angela – still imprisoned in her throne of sticks – stored safely in the front room. The idea of her spending all day and all night here, in a rundown apartment, is somewhat incongruous and absurd. Yet it is precisely these qualities that make me smile from time to time. In Deal, I kept her in the tunnel system that she and I first discovered all those years ago, and the scene was rather grand and magnificent. Angela would certainly view such an arrangement as another marker of my love for the theatrical. By placing her here in this ordinary little apartment, however, I have done something that would doubtless surprise her a great deal. 
 
    I'm sure she would appreciate the irony. 
 
    “We should go,” the girl says after a moment. “He might come back soon.” 
 
    “I'm not leaving until we've got something,” her companion replies. “I'm not having this turn out to be a total waste of time.” 
 
    “There's nothing here!” 
 
    “There's gotta be something. Maybe a safe, or a tin or some gold.” 
 
    “Listen, I was wrong, okay?” she says, sounding tired now. “It's my fault, but let's leave. If he comes back and catches us -” 
 
    “He'd better hope he doesn't,” the male voice replies. “For his own sake.” 
 
    “He's just an old man!” 
 
    “Exactly. He's just an old man. Have you ever seen him with anyone else?” 
 
    “What does -” 
 
    “No-one gives a fuck about him. When he dies, he'll probably be one of those sad of fucks who end up rotting in their apartment for months. No-one'll even know until one day the person living in the place below'll start noticing a weird stain on their ceiling, and do you know what that'll be? His guts.” 
 
    “You're gross, Scott.” 
 
    I step closer to the doorway and see that the girl is looking now at my bookshelf. 
 
    “What's this?” the male voice asks, and he steps into view holding a book in his arms. 
 
    I feel a flicker of concern as I see that he has, in fact, found the ancient text that I acquired from Angela many years ago. He's looking through the pages, handling them like an oaf, and I'm starting to realize that I'll need to do something about him quickly. After all, an untrained mind could cause a great deal of damage with the information contained in that book. He might even have some sensitivity to certain abilities, in which case he might abuse the book's guidance. He could - 
 
    “It's just junk,” he says, tossing the book aside. 
 
    “It might be worth something,” the girl suggests, picking it up again. “It's gotta be worth a shot, right?” 
 
    “Whatever. This place stinks like old man pants. I'm done wasting my time.” 
 
    With that, they both turn and comes this way, and then they open the door before suddenly the girl gasps as she sees me blocking their way. With the lights still off, all she'll be able to see is my silhouette. 
 
    Suddenly the man lunges at me, grabbing me by the lapels and pulling me into the room, and then he slams me against the wall just a few feet away from where Angela remains in her prison. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing home early?” the man sneers, leaning closer to me. I can barely see his face at all, but he looks like a typical young thug. “Shoulda stayed out for longer, old man. You're about to regret walking through that door.” 
 
    “Scott, let's go!” the girl hisses, trying to pull him off me. “Let's just get out of here!” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” the man asks, still staring at me. “She used my name. My real name. That's bad for you, my friend, because it takes away any chance that I might just walk out of here.” 
 
    “Can we leave?” the girl asks. “I'm feeling really weird. I feel like I'm being watched.” 
 
    “We're leaving when I say we're leaving,” the man says, although by now I'm looking at the girl and watching as she turns to look toward Angela. 
 
    Does she sense her? 
 
    There's no way she'll be able to see her, but if she's sensitive to these things she might pick up on the presence. 
 
    “I didn't wanna have to hurt anyone tonight,” the male thug says, reaching inside his jacket and pulling out a knife that glints in the low light. “Shame how the universe works sometimes, isn't it? Maybe it's just time for you to check out, old man.” He holds the knife up for me to get a closer look, and now I can just about see the idiot's eyes. His pupil's are distended, and it's quite clear to me that he's riding high on some kind of narcotic. “I'll make it quick,” he adds with a whisper. “Real fucking quick.” 
 
    “Scott, let's just go,” the girl whines. “I'm not -” 
 
    Suddenly she screams as the thug stabs his knife into my belly. He twists the blade slightly, then he pulls it out and stabs me again and again, making his way up to my chest and then to my throat. Each time the knife slices into my body I feel the serrated metal edge ripping through my flesh and skin, and catching against my ribs. I don't scream, of course, even though any other person in my position would cry out for help. I merely flinch slightly as I feel the blade slice between two of my ribs and its tip plunges straight into my heart. 
 
    The thug keeps his knife embedded in my chest as he stares into my face. In the gloom, I can just about make out his eyes watching me, waiting for the first hint of agony. He wants me to be hurt. He wants me to sob. 
 
    Finally he twists the knife a little, as if he's still trying to get a reaction. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he says finally, pulling the knife out and taking a step back. 
 
    Behind him, the girl is staring at me with wild, horrified eyes. 
 
    I maintain eye-contact with the thug for a moment, before slowly looking down at my chest. There are a few torn slits in my clothing, but apart from that there is no damage. And then, slowly, I look over at the thug just in time to see blood start soaking through from the myriad wounds up and down his torso. 
 
    He tries to say something, but all that emerges from his throat is a faint gasp before blood starts dribbling from the left side of his mouth. His eyes switch from hatred to fear in an instant, and he takes a stumbling step back before tripping. I watch as he crumples to the floor, clutching his belly as more and more blood leaks from the wounds he thought he'd inflicted upon my body. He's flailing now, and desperate, but I can see from the look in his eyes that he understand he's dying. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The girl turns to run, but I look at her and immediately she's held back. She gasps as she struggles, but an invisible force is holding her in place. As her thuggish boyfriend gasps on the floor like a dying fish, I step over to the girl and stop right behind her, and I peer around at her terrified, pale, acne-pocked face. 
 
    “I'm going to be very generous to you,” I say calmly, speaking over the continued spluttering sound coming from the floor. “You won't remember this in the morning. Not the specifics, anyway. You might have a sense of something awful having happened, but you won't remember what happened to your companion.” 
 
    She tries to say something, but she's trembling with fear. 
 
    “I could peel your body open layer by payer,” I continue, “until you're nothing but a line of organs and bone hanging in the air. To be honest, that's what my gut is telling me to do. However, I wish to try something a little less theatrical. I wish to plant in your life a more subtle horror. Just as a test, you understand. If I don't enjoy the outcome, I'll consider the test a failure and I'll go back to my more grandiose ways, but for now...” 
 
    I hesitate, still struggling to subdue my instincts. 
 
    “For now, get out of here,” I add finally. “Go on, move. Go home, go to bed, and stop sitting in that corridor with your cellphone all the time. You irritate me.” 
 
    I release her and she suddenly stumbles forward, almost tripping against the leg of the table. She turns and looks at me, and then she almost looks at the thug as he continues to suffocate and bleed out on the floor. For a moment the girl seems hesitant, as if she's staring to become aware of something here in the room, but then she blinks several times before turning and walking out of the room, then out of the apartment. She even shuts the door after she's out in the corridor, which is rather kind of her. 
 
    Next to my feet, the thug lets out one final groan before falling silent. I look over at Angela, and I can just about make out the side of her face caught in moonlight that shines through the window. 
 
    “Impressed?” I ask. “I did all that without even having to turn on the lights.” 
 
    She doesn't reply, of course. She can't reply. Her eyes remain closed as I turn and crouch next to the thug's body. I shall have to think of an enjoyable way to dispose of this idiot's wretched corpse. 
 
   


  
 

 Sixty-Nine 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    “That's right,” I say with a smile, standing halfway along the alley at the side of the building and watching as the dogs continue their meal. “Don't waste anything.” 
 
    It's morning now, and I had no trouble slipping the thug's corpse out of my apartment and down here to where the wild dogs can feast. There were just two of the beasts at first, but now several more have come along and they're happily chewing on the body. One dog in particular is tugging and tugging on the left arm, trying to tear it away at the shoulder, and I watch with a growing sense of fascination as the muscles and ligaments finally pull away and the dog succeeds. 
 
    Just a short distance away, people are walking past the end of the alley, going about their routines. No-one looks this way, of course. I've made sure of that. I don't want to give them a free show and, besides, they'd probably ask awkward questions. 
 
    I'd forgotten what it's like to have pets. In some ways, I miss the creatures that surrounded me in the forest. Angela might have created them, but it was me who really gave them a reason to be alive. Still, all things must change. I might get a dog, though. Just one. It would be nice to have some company. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as I get back into the building, I realize I can hear voices shouting frantically upstairs. I hesitate for a moment, wondering what might be amiss, but then I tell myself that this is merely another day of human wretchedness. Bracing myself for the noise, I start making my way up the stairs. If the idiots won't be quiet today, I might have to find a way to shut them up. 
 
    When I get to the landing, however, I immediately see that one of the closest doors is open, and I hear agonized cries coming from inside one of the apartments. 
 
    “Where's the ambulance?” a woman sobs. “Harry, where the hell is that ambulance!” 
 
    “It's coming!” a man insists. “Oh God, what's she done to herself?” 
 
    “Hayley, stop!” the woman shouts. “Hayley, why? Why would you do something like this?” 
 
    Realizing that this must be the apartment where the cellphone girl lives, I step over to the doorway and look inside. The hallway is filthy, with trash and junk all over the place, but I can hear a kind of faint, desperate moan coming from one of the bedrooms. I know I should mind my own business, of course, and I have mostly avoided even the briefest of eye-contact with the building's other residents, but curiosity compels me to step through and make my way to the next door. 
 
    If anybody challenges me, I can simply lie and say that I came to help. 
 
    “What's wrong with her?” the woman cries, and finally I see her kneeling on the floor next to a bed. 
 
    The whole apartment stinks of oil and hot fat. 
 
    “They're coming,” the man says, “I promise. They're coming.” 
 
    “She must have been doing it all night!” the woman continues. “Hayley, whatever's gotten into you? Are you on drugs?” 
 
    I lean around the side of the door, and now I can see that there's a figure in the bed. The man is standing in the way, however, preventing me from seeing the bed's other end, although after a moment I see that there's a fair amount of blood smeared on the sheets. 
 
    “What's wrong with her?” the woman moans, before suddenly turning and looking at me. “Who are you?” she asks. “What are you doing in our home?” 
 
    “I heard voices,” I reply, taking a step forward and trying to see around the man, to see the girl's face. “I thought I heard a commotion.” 
 
    “Stop that!” the man hisses, leaning over the girl and struggling to restrain her hands. He's still blocking my view. “For the love of God, Hayley, why are you doing that?” 
 
    I take another step, and finally I see her. 
 
    Her face is gone. 
 
    Most of it, anyway. All the skin has been torn away from her cheeks, and much of the flesh is gone too. There's still some skin on parts of her nose, and around one side of her mouth, but the vast majority has been scratched away and now sits scattered and curled on the bed-sheets. Even the skin around the girl's eyes is gone, exposing parts of her twitching and reddened eyeballs, and I watch in horror as her mouth continually opens and closes as if she's trying to say something. 
 
    A moment later, the man lets go of her hands and steps back, and the girl immediately reaches up and starts scratching once more at her face, digging her nails into what remains of her flesh and scraping against the rapidly-emerging chunks of bone. Scraps of pinkish flesh still cling to the exposed sections of her skull, but it's as if the girl has spent all night digging away as much of her face as possible. She doesn't even seem to be in pain, either. A faint clicking sound is coming from the back of her throat, but otherwise the only sound is the continued rustle of the bed-sheets as she continues her frantic work. 
 
    “Dear Lord, save us from this nightmare,” the mother whimpers, lowering her head and clasping her hands together. “What has gotten into our daughter? Why has she done this to herself?” 
 
    In the distance, sirens are coming closer. 
 
    “Why would anyone to this?” the father asks, taking another step back and stopping next to me, having apparently given up trying to hold his daughter's arms down. “What's wrong with her?” 
 
    “I honestly don't know,” I reply, watching with fascination but also a growing sense of concern as the girl digs and digs at what's left of her face. “This is not my doing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I can hear the paramedics working in the apartment along the hallway, as I open the ancient book on my desk and start searching for answers. My heart is racing, and I feel as if I'm losing my grip on what is and is not possible. I have always known that my actions might have unintended consequences, but until this morning I have never seen such consequences in such a graphic form. 
 
    That Hayley girl was supposed to go to bed and forget everything. Instead, she evidently spent the night digging and clawing at her own face. I cannot believe that her predicament is my fault, yet there is no other possible explanation. Somehow, I made that girl do those awful things to herself. I do not particularly care about her, of course, but I care about my powers and I must understand if I have mad a mistake. 
 
    Yet as I continue to search through the book, I find nothing to explain these events. Over the many years since I first acquired this text from Angela, I have come to know the lines by heart. I do not wish to get ahead of myself, but I consider myself to be something of a master when it comes to these particular arts, and never before have I tripped up or made a mistake. Indeed, as I continue to read I find that everything is as I understood it previously, which only deepens the mystery. Finally, feeling a growing sense of concern, I close the book as I realize that the answer perhaps does not rest within its pages. 
 
    Along the hallway, the mother is weeping and moaning, and I can hear the paramedics wheeling the girl out of the apartment. 
 
   


  
 

 Seventy 
 
    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    “It has to be in here,” I whisper to myself, as I turn to yet another page in the book. “I've missed something. The answer is in here somewhere.” 
 
    It's getting late now, and night has fallen. I am at my desk still, having returned again and again to the book in search of answers. Every time, I end up more and more frustrated, but I know that the answer is in here somewhere. I have been here for hour upon hour, to the point that I feel myself being driven out of my mind. Never before have I been so uncertain about my own powers, not since the day I knew that I possessed them at all, yet now for the first time it is as if I have hit an impassable barrier. 
 
    What have I done wrong? 
 
    I turn to another page. I already know every word, every drawing by heart, yet I force myself to try reading them all as if they are new. I see scratched illustrations, and handwritten annotations in the margins, and deep down I already know that this entire endeavor must surely be in vain. My hands are trembling, and after a moment I happen to see that on my right hand there is a fresh section of dry, peeled skin in the space between my thumb and the first finger. I pull the scrap of skin away, but then I see another on the knuckle. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” I mutter, closing the book yet again. Even as I do so, however, I know that sheer desperation will drive me to open it again within a matter of minutes. 
 
    I glance at the pile of other papers I have gathered over the years. Historical scraps, mostly, although I have found traces that hint at others who discovered these powers. I obtained the papers of Doctor Rudolf Langheim, a genius whose work was forever tainted by his links to the Nazis. I also obtained rough details of the work of a man named Thomas Paternoster, who I believe was one of the first mnesmologists. Paternoster worked with the early Sopphyrs and, although much of his theory was incorrect, I regard him as a pioneer. There are other names in those papers, names of people who have been sniffing around these powers. Yet none of them, I believe, have come as close as I am today to discovering the powers' true source. 
 
    Leaning back in the chair, I take a deep breath as I try to compose my thoughts. I look around the dimly-lit apartment, hoping that inspiration will strike at some point, and for a moment my gaze falls upon Angela as she sits in the prison of sticks and poles that I once – many years ago – constructed for her. 
 
    She would know what to do. 
 
    Her knowledge was vast. 
 
    I stare at her for a moment, before turning back to the book and reaching out to open it once more. Perhaps this time, I can clear my mind and come up with an answer. Before I can turn to the first page, however, I freeze as I realize that something else is wrong. I stare at the book for a moment, trying to convince myself that I am mistaken, and then slowly I turn back and look at Angela. 
 
    Has she moved? 
 
    My first thought is that I am wrong, that I have been driven to the point of madness, yet after a moment I realize that I might in fact be correct. Angela's body should be frozen in place, yet the more I look at her tonight, the more I feel as if – at some point during the past day – her head has turned very slightly in this direction. Not much, not enough to be immediately apparent, yet the impossible change has occurred. 
 
    I feel a shudder of fear pass through my chest. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, getting to my feet but not quite daring to go around the desk and approach Angela. Not yet. “I'm wrong. I have to be wrong.” 
 
    If her head has turned, it is only by a degree or two. Yet I have stared and stared at her over the years, to the extent that even half a degree would seem like a vast difference. Finally, forcing myself to be brave, I make my way past the edge of the desk and over toward Angela, stopping in front of her and staring down to see that – indeed – I was right. Her head has tilted slightly, as if she tried to look over toward my desk. The change was not there this morning, I am sure of it, which means she must have moved during the day. 
 
    Crouching down, I look straight into her face. 
 
    Her eyes remained covered by a blindfold that I put in place long, long ago. Her mouth is wide open, with one of the poles running down toward her jawbone. I hate seeing my poor, beautiful Angela in such a terrible state, and I flinch whenever I think back to the day I imprisoned her in this manner. Still, I quickly remind myself that it was all her fault, that I wouldn't have had to do any of this if she had simply repented for her mistakes. She's the one who struck first, she created those creatures and set them upon me, and I had no choice but to strike back. None of this takes away from the horror and sorrow I feel, of course, but after a moment I look once again at the blood-stained blindfold. 
 
    Sometimes, Angela's body trembles slightly. Not often, but sometimes. Whenever that happens, I consider removing the blindfold. In theory, her eyes should be closed, or at least glassy if they're open. She should be completely unconscious, lost to the world until such time as she is released. There are moments, however, when I wonder whether she might drift from time to time back toward some vague form of consciousness. Could her eyes be open behind this blindfold? 
 
    “Angela,” I whisper finally, breaking a taboo I have held for over a century. “Did you move? Did you turn your head?” 
 
    My heart is racing. 
 
    If she replies, or if she moves again, I think I might even die of shock. 
 
    “You didn't, did you?” I continue. “It's an illusion, it's just something I've imagined in my hysteria. You can't have moved.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    There is no reply, which is to some degree comforting. 
 
    “I wish I could speak to you,” I tell her. “I wish I could ask you to help me. You have no idea how many times, over the years, I have desperately wanted to free you from your prison and have you back. My darling, that day will come, just as soon as I know how to make you understand. You were so angry before, you wouldn't see things from my point of view. I just need...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and for a moment I remember when I first met her, out in the forest after I'd saved her from some ruffian's attack. 
 
    I remember seeing her face for the first time, and I remember the awe I felt at her beauty. I noted at the time that she possesses the kind of beauty that comes when a woman's eyes perfectly match her face, and I remember feeling very proud of that particular phrase. 
 
    I could have been a poet. 
 
    Perhaps one day I shall be a poet, with Angela's help. 
 
    And that is when, slowly, I start doing something I know I should not do. I reach out from my mind to hers, extending through the air between us. There have been so many times when I have been tempted to enter her thoughts, but until now I have always managed to hold myself back. Tonight, however, I can no longer temper my need to feel her mind. I intend only to creep toward the edge of her thoughts and then pull back, just so that I know she is still in there and - 
 
    Suddenly I feel a flash of pain. I fall back, gasping as I clutch the side of my head. 
 
    The pain is already fading, but for a moment I felt as if something was forcing its way into my mind. It was almost as if I was under attack, although I quickly remind myself that this is not possible. Even if she possessed the necessary strength, she would not have been aware that I'd begun my approach. According to the book, the prison is keeping Angela's mind suppressed, which means she'd never be able to strike back at me. She shouldn't even have known that I'd begun to enter her thoughts. 
 
    I'm just imagining things. 
 
    The pain was a fluke, a coincidence. It wasn't anything to do with Angela. 
 
    And then, slowly, I realize there's a faint pain on my left hand. Looking down, I'm shocked to see something moving between the first and second fingers. I hold my hand up and watch with a growing sense of horror as a small section of skin continues to peel back, as if some exterior force is very slightly, very subtly reaching out and trying to tear away a piece of my body. I watch the strip of skin come completely loose and fall away, and then I look over at Angela's face. 
 
    She can't be reaching out and doing this to me. 
 
    That would be impossible. 
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    Sebastian 
 
      
 
    “That's the thing with these new aero-kits,” the sports commentator continues, babbling away on a television at the far end of the bar. “The drivers are all saying that they love being able to follow so closely, and that's got to bode well for increased overtakes for the rest of the season.” 
 
    “Turn that thing off,” I mutter under my breath, as I stare at my drink. I know the idiot barman won't listen – I know he can't even hear me – but I still want to express my displeasure. 
 
    Why do people always want to fill their worlds with insane chatter? 
 
    I take another swig of sherry, finishing the glass, and then I get to my feet. I should be heading home now, but already I'm starting to justify one more drink. In truth, as I shuffle toward the bar, I know deep down that I'm delaying my departure. I left the apartment in something of a panic a few hours ago, spooked by the thought that Angela seemed to be reaching out to me and peeling away the skin on my hands. I've begun to calm those fears a little, to remind myself that such things are impossible. 
 
    Yet still I fear going back to the apartment. 
 
    “Where are we going to see the biggest impact of these changes?” another incessant moron asks on the television. “Is it going to be the short ovals, the street and road courses, or maybe even the super-speedways?” 
 
    “You want another there?” the barman asks skeptically as I set my glass down. 
 
    I nod as I fish some money from my pocket. As I do so, I look again at my hands and see that there appear to be no further peeled areas. Then again, I'm several blocks from the apartment right now and it stands to reason that Angela can't possibly reach me all the way out here. What happens when I finally go back, however, is another matter, and I can't help examining my hands a little more closely to see just how much damage has been caused. At the base of every finger, a section of skin has been teased away. The condition first appeared a few months ago. Is it possible, then, that Angela has been reaching out and exacting this small revenge for all that time? 
 
    “She wouldn't,” I whisper, trying to convince myself. “It's just not possible. I need to stay strong, I need -” 
 
    Suddenly realizing that I've begun talking to myself, I turn and look along the bar. Sure enough, a few of the other drinkers are staring at me. They probably think I'm some kind of mad old man, but that's simply because they don't understand the situation. 
 
    “Mind your own business,” I mutter, admittedly in a rather sour tone. “Go on, all of you.” 
 
    They all turn away. Are they feeling suitably chastised, or do they simply not want to draw my attention? For a moment, I consider punishing them in some manner, but then I realize that they are merely common oafs. Were I to punish every moment of banal human stupidity, I would have to spend all my time dealing with these idiots. 
 
    “And we're just going to break away from this discussion,” a voice says on the television, “to join our colleagues in the news studio, because there's some breaking news coming in from New York.” 
 
    Taking my fresh drink, I turn and start making my way back over to the booth. I need to work out how to deal with Angela, which means thinking up some kind of approach to her little attack on me. I have spent so long, promising myself that one day I shall think about releasing her from her prison, yet in truth I have barely considered the matter. When that Ramsey Kopperud girl showed up, I frantically pushed her away. I always knew, however, that eventually I would have to come up with a solution, and it seems that Angela herself is now attempting to force the matter. 
 
    “Dramatic scenes tonight in New York,” a voice on the television prattles, “where as far as we can tell, it seems to be raining blood.” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    “For those of you at home who think this might be a joke,” the voice continues, “I want to assure you that it's not April the first. We are getting confirmation via multiple sources, and we're seeing the same videos that everyone at home is seeing. It really does seem that New York is getting a shower of blood.” 
 
    Turning slowly, I look at the screen just in time to see shots of rain crashing down in New York. At first the scene looks completely normal, but then the shots change and I see images of people staggering into well-lit buildings with blood all over their skin and clothes. Some of the people are screaming, some merely look disgusted, and then another shot shows streaks of blood running down a window. 
 
    “As crazy as it sounds,” the voice says, “we're getting information now from police and from government sources that this does indeed seem to be blood. And now we're going to try to cross live to our correspondent Alex Imrahinian, who's in Manhattan right now and who can hopefully fill us in a little on what it's like out there. Alex, can you hear me? Can you describe the scenes in New York right now?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Get out of my way!” I hiss, shoving yet more of these cellphone-addicted idiots aside as I struggle to get back to my apartment building. “Move!” 
 
    The streets are filled with people who seem utterly shell-shocked. All around me, I can hear voices chattering away about the blood rain in New York and wondering whether the same thing is about to happen here on the west coast. There are even some people standing around with their hands out, excitedly predicting that at any moment they might start feeling spots of blood falling from the sky. The mix of excitement and fear is rather overwhelming, and I feel absolute contempt for these people as I finally reach my building and push my way into the downstairs foyer. 
 
    “Finally,” I mutter, having escaped the crush outside. 
 
    I make my way to the staircase and then I begin to hurry up, without even stopping for my customary break to regain my breath. Filled with a growing sense of panic, I head up as fast as I can manage and finally I reach the landing. Again, I don't stop for even one moment as I shuffle along toward my apartment, and then I find that my hands are trembling as I fumble with the keys. 
 
    Eventually I manage to get the door open, and I hurry into the dark apartment before slamming the door shut. 
 
    And then I stop and listen to the silence. 
 
    There are sounds coming from outside, of course, and I can hear sirens in the distance. The streets are alive with chatter, but here in the apartment there is no sound at all. After a few seconds, I even begin to realize that I am holding my breath. I don't know what I was expecting to find as I hurried home, but finally I take a few steps forward and I spot Angela's silhouette in the front room. From this vantage point, I see nothing to indicate that she has changed her position, and the worst of my fears – that she might somehow have broken out of her prison altogether – have been proven wrong. 
 
    Yet still there are people shouting outside, and I know that thousands of miles away in New York blood is still raining from the sky. 
 
    Pushing the door open, I step into the room, while keeping my eyes fixed on Angela in case she showing any sign of movement. I edge over to my desk, and then I hesitate before switching on the lamp. As the light flickers to life, I watch Angela and see that she remains in her prison with the blindfold still covering her eyes. I watch for a moment longer, and then I carefully take the ancient book and open it to one of the final pages. There is something I have read many times in here, something that seems to speak of this very night, but I must be certain. My hands are still shaking as I turn from page to page in search of the precise passage, and then finally I spot the paragraph of text. 
 
    “All shall turn upon one another,” I whisper, feeling a tightening fear in my chest with each word, “and there shall be great pained writhing in the streets, and blood shall rain from the sky and there shall be many other dreadful signs and portents to show that...” 
 
    My voice trails off for a moment, but I know I must finish reading. 
 
    “To show,” I continue finally, “that the true end of the world is nigh.” 
 
    A shudder passes through me, as if my blood has just turned cold. I hesitate, before turning to look over once more at Angela. I wait in case she turns her head a few more degrees, but then slowly I realize I can feel a faint, pinprick of pain on my right hand. I look down and see that another piece of skin is gently tugging away from the base of a finger, as if some hidden force is trying very subtly to rip me apart. I watch the skin as it dances, and then finally a small flake breaks away and falls softly down onto the carpet. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I whisper, before turning to look once again at Angela. 
 
    She is motionless. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I ask again, and now I make my way around the desk and step over to her. For the first time, I feel my fears and anxieties start boiling over, and I know now that I can no longer hold back. “You're responsible, aren't you. How?” 
 
    I wait for an answer, but when none comes I find myself staring at the blindfold. I have waited so long, for more than one hundred years, and I finally understand that the moment has come. I pause, before slowly getting down onto my knees and then reaching around to start untying the blindfold at the back. 
 
    Once I am done, I hold the fabric in place for a few more seconds as I try to stay calm. 
 
    Her eyes will be closed. 
 
    I am wrong to connect her to the raining blood, and to the lost flakes of skin on my hands. I have allowed my imagination to run wild, and now I am about to see that the truth is far less terrible. I should have removed the blindfold long ago, but I allowed myself to remain a coward. Now, however, I slowly lower the fabric from Angela's face, and I gaze for the first time in many years upon the fullness of her beauty. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, as I see the truth and a sudden shock hits me. “Please, Angela, no...” 
 
    Her eyes are rolled back in their sockets, revealing two orbs of trembling yellow, pulsing with throbbing red veins that beat on their surface. And in this moment, I feel flakes of skin starting to pull away from my face as Angela strains to bring about the end of the world. It's as if the pressure is building and building inside her head. I turn to her again, just in time to see her eyeballs split open. 
 
    Blood is pouring down her face and dribbling from her chin. 
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    “Just get us to the farmhouse,” I say, looking down at my phone and tapping at the screen. “I can do the rest, but we need to hurry if we -” 
 
    And then I freeze, as I see that a gray, withered hand is resting on my right leg, reaching around as if from behind me even though I'm sitting in the passenger seat. I stare for a moment, and then I spot another hand on my left knee. Looking down at my chest, I see half a dozen more hands all reaching into place, just as I saw back in the motel bathroom. For a moment I'm too scared to say anything, and I tell myself that this must just be another waking dream, but slowly I begin to feel pressure from the hands gripping me tight. 
 
    “Ethan,” I whisper, my voice trembling with fear, “do you see these?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    He turns to me. 
 
    “Ramsey!” he gasps. “What -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I'm pulled backward into the seat. Instead of being held in place, however, I somehow tumble back into a void, falling out of the car and into a vast darkness. I hear Ethan yelling my name in the distance, but then I scream as I feel myself falling and falling through an endless nothing, tumbling faster and faster until I start to lose consciousness and – finally – everything goes black. 
 
    But only for a fraction of a second. 
 
    “Ethan!” I scream, suddenly lunging forward and reaching out, trying to grab the car's seat. As I do so, the whole world seems to spin around me for a moment and my vision becomes blurred, and then I tumble to one side and fall a few feet before slamming upside-down against a hard tiled floor. 
 
    I gasp as I thud down against my side, and then I blink frantically until my vision begins to clear and I find myself staring at the metal legs of a bed. 
 
    “Help her up!” a female voice calls out, and I feel hands reaching down and taking hold of my arms. 
 
    “Wait,” I mumble, trying to get my sense together, but then the hands start hauling me up. As they do so, I feel the room spinning again, and for a moment I think I'm going to be sick until suddenly I'm placed gently back down on some kind of mattress. 
 
    “Put her legs on,” the voice continues, “and watch her this time. I warned you she might fall.” 
 
    “Where am I?” I gasp, as I feel my legs being tucked onto the bed. “Ethan, what's happening?” 
 
    I reach out to grab the sides of the chair, but as my vision clears I realize I'm definitely no longer in the car. Staring straight up, I see the high, curved ceiling of a church. There are painted images all over the ceiling, showing figures I don't quite recognize, but then when I tip my head back I spot a crucifix hanging above what looks like an alter. I feel someone pressing my wrists down against a set of metal bars, and then the nausea returns for a few seconds before I feel a sudden sense of panic bursting through my body. 
 
    “What the hell?” I shout, sitting up just as a woman leans over me. 
 
    I inadvertently headbutt her straight in the face. My forehead thuds hard, and I hear a crunching sound as the woman gasps and stumbles back. 
 
    Breathless and terrified, I look around and see that I am indeed inside a church, on a metal bed next to the alter. Several startled-looking men are staring at me, and then I turn to see a woman clutching her face as blood dribbles between her fingers and drips to the stone floor. 
 
    “It's okay!” she gasps, clearly in pain. “We've got her, that's what's important! We've got her and -” 
 
    She lets out another pain groan, before turning away as more blood splatters against the ground. 
 
    Looking around, I see that there are half a dozen men still watching me. They're keeping their distance slightly, as if they're worried about another accidental headbutt, although they also seem to be a little stunned. Then again, I feel exactly the same way, and as I continue to look around I can't help wondering how I managed to go from the car to this place in the blink of an eye. The only possible explanation seems to be that I was unconscious for a while, although I swear it's more like I was yanked backward through the seat and brought crashing down into this place. 
 
    “Hang on,” the bleeding woman says, her voice sounding more nasal now as blood continues to run between her fingers. “I'd be explaining everything right now, but first I just want to make sure I don't bleed to death through my broken nose.” 
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    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “Kansas,” the woman says a short while later, shoving twisted pieces of toilet tissue up each nostril as we step out of the church and toward the edge of a vast set of rolling fields that stretch out into the night. “Just outside a town called Spiral Falls, to be precise. And you haven't met me, but my name's Megan.” 
 
    She stops and turns to me, extending a hand. 
 
    “Megan Ludz,” she adds, before one of the pieces of tissue paper falls from her left nostril and a trickle of blood begins to run down to her lip. 
 
    Muttering something under her breath, she takes another ball of paper from her pocket and starts making another temporary paper plug. 
 
    “Relax,” she continues, “you didn't actually break my nose. I don't think so, anyway. I can still move it, or at least I can flare my nostrils. That's a good sign, right? It means hopefully I won't have to have a nosectomy at any point.” 
 
    She sniffs back more blood, and then she begins to smile before stopping suddenly and staring at me. As she does so, a breeze rustles the fields and causes the corn to let out a gentle hissing sound that briefly seems to come from all directions at once. 
 
    “Isn't it beautiful?” she says, stuffing another piece of paper up her left nostril. “Wait until sunrise, when the air's warmer and you can see as far as the horizon in all directions. We think of this place as a haven from the harshness of the world. It's a former Roman Catholic church that for various reasons fell into disuse. There's a lot of peace and comfort here, and we work hard to keep it that way, even when the outside world threatens to intrude. You're probably wondering what you're doing here and -” 
 
    “Where's my friend?” I ask. 
 
    “Your friend?” 
 
    “How long was I unconscious?” 
 
    She furrows her brow. 
 
    “How long?” I yell, trying not to panic as I take a step back. 
 
    “You weren't unconscious, Carrie,” she replies. “You were brought here instantly. It took a lot of practice for our followers to perfect the technique. We used squirrels and other woodland creatures as test subjects, which is why there are a lot of carcasses buried around the other side of the church. Just in case that becomes another question you have at any point.” 
 
    “What do you mean, brought here instantly?” I ask. 
 
    “We know who you are.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what she means, but then I turn and see that her buddies have followed us out and are now loitering near the church's main door. This time, however, I notice that there's a little girl with them, no more than eight or nine years old. Blonde-haired and with fear in her eyes, she loiters at the back of the group as if she's scared of me. 
 
    “Ramsey Kopperud,” Megan continues. 
 
    I turn back to her. 
 
    “And various other names,” she adds. “Sophia Landsome. Gertrude Benson. Elizabeth Ann Wellington. Vivica Lethbridge. Others, too. I assume you prefer to be referred to as Carrie these days?” 
 
    Staring at her, I start to realize that she's telling the truth. Or at least, she thinks she's telling the truth. 
 
    “Ramsey,” I whisper finally, too shell-shocked to really know how else I should respond. “I like to be called Ramsey.” 
 
    “Really? That is interesting. Do you have a particular attachment to that incarnation?” 
 
    “It's complicated,” I reply, not really wanting to start telling her all about Dad. About James Kopperud, I mean. Despite everything, he still feels like my father, more than any of the others. 
 
    “He said you might cling to your memories of life as Ramsey,” Megan says. “He said this Carrie persona might be particularly weak and flimsy.” 
 
    “Who said that?” I ask, before feeling a flickering sense of fear. “Do you mean Sebastian? Is Sebastian here?” 
 
    I look around, terrified in case that wiry, gaunt old man steps into view. 
 
    “Of course not,” Megan says calmly. “Why would Sebastian be here of all places?” 
 
    I turn back to her. “But you know who he is?” I ask. 
 
    “Obviously. How could we not?” She pauses, before stepping toward me. “You must be cold, Ramsey. Why don't we go back inside, and I can show you to your room. I'm sure you have a lot of questions, and they can all be answered. We're not into hiding things here, we're into sharing the truth in order to reach a greater sense of collective realization. Whatever questions you ask, we'll do our absolute best to answer. And in the unlikely event that we don't have an answer, we can all work together and come up with one. Doesn't that sound good?” 
 
    “It sounds a little weird,” I whisper, taking another step back from her. To be honest, I'm starting to wonder whether I should just turn and make a run for it across these fields. “You didn't answer me earlier,” I continue. “Where's my friend?” 
 
    “What friend?” 
 
    “Ethan!” I say firmly. “Where's Ethan?” 
 
    “Was he in the car with you?” She hesitates. “I imagine he's still on that road, where we found you. He's probably a little surprised by the manner of your departure, but I'm afraid we don't have time to worry about him right now. He's... inessential to our cause.” 
 
    “I want to speak to him!” 
 
    “I don't think that's going to be possible.” 
 
    “I don't care!” I yell, as another, colder gust of wind blows through the night air. “You dragged me here, so you can do the same to him!” 
 
    “It doesn't work like that,” she explains. “We were able to bring you here purely because of who you are, and who you were. But even if we could make the same kind of connection with your friend, the energy required to bring him here is beyond us now. It took us so very long to acquire you, Ramsey. There are eight of us here now, but there were twelve when we started. Four of us died in the attempt, simply through becoming drained by the effort. We simply can't go through all of that again.” 
 
    “But Ethan -” 
 
    “Father Cane does not consider him to be important,” she adds, interrupting me. 
 
    “Father Cane?” I reply, starting to feel a slow sense of fear creeping through my chest. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He's our spiritual guide in these troubled times,” she continues with that same smile that's starting to bug me a little. “It was he who told us we needed to bring you here. When news came in about the blood rain, Father Cane said the time was finally upon us. The end of the world is coming, Ramsey, and it's essential that you're here with us right now. We couldn't risk having you out there in the world.” 
 
    “I think maybe I should get going,” I tell her, as I realize that these people seem completely crazy. They obviously drugged me and are just pretending to have 'snatched' me from the car, and I'm worried they might have done something to Ethan. “If you don't mind, I'm gonna -” 
 
    “Hello, Ramsey,” a man says suddenly, right behind me. 
 
    I begin to turn, but then I freeze as I realize I recognize that voice. It can't be him, of course, but no matter how much I tell myself to stay skeptical I also know that I've heard the voice before. Sure, he sounds older now, as well he might, but somehow deep down I instantly know that it's him. 
 
    “Long time, no see,” he continues. “I'm so glad we were able to bring you here. It must be, what, almost twenty years since we last met.” 
 
    “Don't be scared,” Megan says, and now her grin is even wider than before. “Everybody here loves you.” 
 
    “It's not him,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes. “It can't be him.” 
 
    “Let's go inside and talk, Ramsey,” the voice continues. “You must have a lot of questions.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before turning to him. I try to convince myself that I'm wrong, that there's no way he could be here, but as soon as I see his face I feel all my remaining doubts fall away. 
 
    “You remember me, don't you?” he asks. “Everyone here knows me as Father Cane, but you can call me Liam. Or, if you prefer, I don't mind the name Hinch.” 
 
   


  
 

 Seventy-Four 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    “He's a murderer!” I scream, rushing past Megan, only for two of the other men to grab me and pull me back. I struggle as hard as I can, but they're holding me too tight. “Let go of me!” 
 
    “You have to listen to Father Cane,” Megan says, coming over to me. “His journey has been -” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shout. “He killed my friend! He tried to kill my father!” 
 
    “That's not -” 
 
    “Let her go,” Cane says calmly. “Release her. That's an order.” 
 
    “She'll run,” Megan tells him, as I try twisting first one way and then the other. “After everything we've done to get her here, we can't be -” 
 
    “I'm telling you to let her go,” Cane says, cutting her off. “Trust me. She won't run.” 
 
    The hands let go of me, and I instantly race out across the dark field, scrambling through the tall grass. Breathless and terrified, I almost stumble several times but I don't dare look over my shoulder to see whether I'm being followed. All I can do is run as hard and as fast as possible, desperately trying to get away. I keep expecting to be grabbed from behind, just like I was grabbed from behind on that bridge all those years ago, but somehow I make it all the way to the farthest tree-line and then I start running down a steep incline. 
 
    After just a few more steps, however, I trip and fall, slamming forward and then rolling faster and faster down the incline until I hit the side of a tree and cry out. 
 
    Finally I come to a halt, bruised and bloodied, and I try to sit up only to feel a sharp, twisting pain in my right leg. 
 
    Please don't be broken. 
 
    Please don't be broken. 
 
    I try again to sit up, and this time I force myself to push through the pain. I let out a gasp as I lean against one of the trees, and then when I try moving my injured leg I find that it doesn't seem too badly damaged after all. I start hauling myself up, whimpering slightly every time I move my leg, but I manage to stand and then I take a few limping steps forward. This isn't going to be easy, and it's going to be agony, but I'm pretty sure I can walk like this. Then again, as I look out across the forest, I realize I don't actually know where I'm supposed to go. 
 
    There's got to be a town somewhere. 
 
    Didn't Megan mention a place? 
 
    Spiral something? 
 
    I start limping between the trees, struggling against the pain. With each and every step, my body seems to be screaming at me to stop, and there are tears already welling in my eyes. I know I have to get out of here, though, and all I can think about is that I have to get to the town and then I have to find some way to get in touch with Ethan. I don't remember his phone number, and my cellphone is long gone, but I'm certain he'll have thought of a way to make himself contactable. I'll find him online somehow and - 
 
    Suddenly my leg buckles and I fall, dropping to my knees. 
 
    I cry out, momentarily stunned by the pain, and I cling to the nearest tree in an attempt to keep from sliding all the way to the ground. The further I fall, the further I have to get back up again after. 
 
    And then, slowly, I realize I can hear footsteps coming this way through the forest. 
 
    I half turn to look back the way I just came, but it's impossible to turn all the way without moving my injured leg. 
 
    “Your father,” Liam Cane says finally, stopping next to me, “was the greatest man I ever knew. I never got to tell him that, Ramsey. I realized far too late.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I hiss through gritted teeth. 
 
    “He came to visit me once or twice,” he continues. “That was good of him, he didn't need to do it, but I was too far gone under all those drugs to really appreciate his effort. By the time Megan and the others rescued me from the hospital last year, however, I'd begun to see the light. I tried to contact your James in Deal, and of course that's when I learned the awful truth about what had happened to him. I keep meaning to go to visit his grave, although I suppose there's no time for that now. But when I heard about you, and that the others had managed to locate you, I was -” 
 
    “Go away!” I snap, forcing myself up even though the pain is awful. 
 
    “Ramsey -” 
 
    “You killed my friend!” I gasp, and tears start running down my face as I remember the autopsy photos showing Leanne's body. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” he says calmly. 
 
    “And you tried to kill my father.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “You should be locked away,” I tell him, as I try to gather the strength to keep walking. I know he'll try to stop me, and I don't have any weapons, so I look down at the ground in the hope that I might spot a conveniently long and pointed stick. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    “In ordinary circumstances,” he says, “you'd be absolutely right. But Megan and the others had been in contact with me for a while before they informed me that all the signs were coming together. Ramsey, they broke me out of the hospital because they know that I had contact with Sebastian. And it's Sebastian whose actions are inadvertently causing all of this. Around the world, the past six months have seen increasingly obvious signs that the end of the world is coming. Now there's blood raining down in New York, and soon there'll be similar things happening everywhere. Sebastian doesn't even realize it, I imagine, but he has become the prophesied agent of the apocalypse, and everything he does will only hasten the collapse of our world.” 
 
    “You're insane,” I reply, turning to look at him and seeing a bland smile plastered all over his face. 
 
    I want to punch that smile, but I don't dare let go of the tree that's holding me up. 
 
    “We believe that our church will be the last part of the world to be destroyed,” he explains benignly. “That's why we're gathered here, and it's why we brought you here too. Well, it's one of the reasons. The other reason is that we were worried you might try to stop Sebastian.” 
 
    “I'm trying to find him!” 
 
    “Exactly. And we were worried you might intervene. I don't understand the exact mechanics of the situation, Ramsey, but Sebastian is bringing on the apocalypse by keeping that witch in her prison. We were worried you wanted to free her, which might delay things.” 
 
    “Delay things?” I stammer. “You almost sound as if...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I stare at him, and I realize with a shudder that he looks just as nuts as he always seemed back in Deal. 
 
    “You almost sound,” I continue finally, “as if you want the world to end.” 
 
    “Fortunately,” he replies, “we realize now that there's nothing you can do to stop it. Sebastian's actions have already pushed the world past its tipping point, and now we must all simply await our reward. Or, in some cases, our punishment. And you're lucky, Ramsey, because you get to spend the final hours and days of the world here, with us. We can help you come to terms with what's going to happen.” His smile grows. “I still see the old Ramsey in your eyes, you know. I even see a resemblance to your father in your -” 
 
    “Don't try to butter me up, asshole!” I snap. “You're insane! You were insane twenty years ago, and you're insane now!” 
 
    “I've been studying, Ramsey,” he continues. “We have acquired a text that has revealed a great deal to me about how the end of days will come. I've learned so much about the old witches. Do you know, for example, that one of the earliest tests involves placing stones on the back of a crow, and using a mild form of magic to keep the stones there? Do you know that? The crow won't throw them off, not even if -” 
 
    “Why would anyone even do that?” I snap. “Even if you could, why would you?” 
 
    “That's an interesting response,” he says, narrowing his eyes slightly. “Ramsey, I think if you come back with me, we can study together and learn a great deal more about -” 
 
    “And if you think I'm sticking around here,” I sneer, “then you're even crazier than I thought. I'm going to leave and get help. And you know what? If I die in the process, I'll just wait another twenty years 'til I'm grown again and then I'll come back and kick your ass some more!” 
 
    He puts his hands together, as if in prayer. 
 
    “Ramsey,” he says with that same annoying calmness, “nobody's forcing you to do anything. But in our church, we can provide peace and sustenance and spiritual -” 
 
    “Shove it!” I snap, turning and forcing myself to start limping away, even though the pain in my leg is unbearable. 
 
    “Mark my words,” he calls after me, “the world is ending. There's nothing you can do to stop it now, you're too late. Why spend your final days fighting, when you could be gaining guidance here with us? We can help you, Ramsey, but to accept what we're offering. Ramsey, this world of sin and horror is finally drawing to a close! Aren't you excited to see what comes next? You've played your own small part in bringing about the apocalypse. It's only fair that you should rest now and enjoy it as it arrives!” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Ramsey Kopperud 
 
      
 
    Twelve hours later 
 
      
 
    Gasping, I stumble forward and fall against another tree. I just about manage to hold myself up, and then I look out beyond the forest and see the sun starting to rise behind a small town that's nestled at the bottom of the valley. 
 
    A sign nearby proudly proclaims the town's name. 
 
    “Spiral Falls,” I whisper, barely able to stay upright as I try to summon the strength to walk the last couple of miles. “Stupid name.” 
 
    I've been walking for so long now, I've lost track of how far I've come. Miles and miles, certainly. Liam Cane didn't continue to follow me, which I guess is good, although I'm a little disconcerted by the fact that he apparently doesn't care about me getting away. Then again, he seemed so preternaturally calm back there, I find it hard to imagine anything that could ruffle his feathers. 
 
    A punch in the face might be a good start, I guess. 
 
    Figuring that I can't just stand here and wait to slither to the ground, I take a deep breath and then I start hobbling forward. I feel as if I might collapse at any point, but the town is so close now and it's already a miracle that I happened to walk in the right direction. I could have ended up wandering for miles in the wrong direction, but now I'm stumbling in the direction of the sunrise and I know I just have to force myself to keep going for a little longer. All around me, waist-high wheat – or barely or whatever the hell this stuff is – blows gently in a morning breeze, but my eyes are fixed firmly on the town. 
 
    When I get there, I'll find a way to contact Ethan. 
 
    Then we'll go and track down Sebastian. 
 
    Then we'll free that witch and let her do whatever she wants to Sebastian's stringy ass. 
 
    And then, finally, I'll come right back here to Kansas and teach Liam Cane a lesson. I can't believe he's so crazy, he actually thinks the world is about to end. 
 
    Actually, yes, I can believe that. He was always a complete psycho. 
 
    My right leg starts to buckle, but this time – somehow – I manage to hold myself up and keep walking. At the same time, I grit my teeth and try to focus on the fact that each step brings me a little way closer to the town. Even as I feel a few spots of rain starting to fall on the back of my neck, I stare resolutely at the town ahead and I start wondering at what point it might be worth yelling for help. No-one would hear me right now, but when I get close enough I could try shouting. All that matters is getting to the town and contacting Ethan, and getting back on the road with him, and then - 
 
    Suddenly I stumble and fall, and this time I don't manage to stop myself. I drop down hard on my hands and knees, and for a moment I feel as if I'll never be able to get up again. I take several deep breaths, trying to find the strength, trying to focus on the need to find Ethan, but my limbs are just too tired. I've fought for so long, but right now I just want to sleep, and I don't even care whether or not I wake up again. 
 
    I close my eyes. 
 
    “Sometimes you have to do things, even when you think you can't,” I hear Dad's voice saying suddenly, as clear as if he's right next to me. “You just have to do them anyway.” 
 
    I wait a moment, and then I open my eyes again and look around. I don't see any sign of Dad, of course, but I swear I heard him. 
 
    “Dad?” I whisper, hoping against hope that he might somehow magically appear. “Are you there?” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I want to settle on the ground and sleep, but now I'm worried that Dad can see me. And if he can see me, he'd want me to get back up on my feet and keep walking. Somehow, then, I manage to find the strength to do just that. I haul my exhausted body up, defying my trembling knees, and I take one step forward and then another, and then another, until I'm actually walking again, heading toward the crumby little town ahead. 
 
    I could do without all this rain, though. 
 
    All around me, the wheat is starting to hiss as the rain gets stronger and harder, and I can feel drops hitting my face and starting to run down to my chin. 
 
    I can see the rain, too. 
 
    In fact, after a moment I realize that the rain seems almost black against the sunrise, and then finally I stop and look around. In just a matter of half a minute, the bad weather has gone from light spots to a torrential downpour, and when I look up at the sky I see the darkest clouds I've ever seen in my life. A moment later a spot of rain hits my eyes and I look down again, feeling a stinging sensation as I try to wipe my eye clean. At the same time, there's a rich, iron taste on my lips and I'm starting to realize what's happening, even though I don't want to admit the truth. 
 
    Finally I look at my hands. In the dawn's low light, I can see blood running everywhere as yet more blood comes crashing down from the sky. 
 
    “Ethan, what do we do?” I stammer, feeling a surge of pure panic rushing through my body. “Ethan, I don't know what to do. Help me.” 
 
    The only answer, however, is a worsening of the rain. I feel as if I'm being beaten down, as if the rain is trying to knock me off my feet and push me into the mud, but somehow I manage to stay on my feet as the storm gets worse and worse, and then a moment later there's a rumble of thunder above before finally a crack of lightning splits the sky directly above me. 
 
    Blood is everywhere, raining down from the sky. Apparently there was blood rain in New York, and now it's here, which means maybe it's everywhere. And as I stand here, struggling to remain on my feet, I have to admit that Liam Cane might have been right about one thing. 
 
    This is sure starting to feel like the end of the world. 
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