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   “Someone really should go check on Eli...”
 
    
 
   Every year, someone from the Denton family travels to the town of Tulepa, to check on weird old uncle Eli. This time around it's Holly's turn to make the journey, but when she arrives she discovers that not only is Eli apparently missing, but the locals appear to be hiding something.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, a strange curse seems to have struck the town. Every day, at exactly noon, one resident drops dead. Is the string of sudden fatalities just a coincidence? If it's something more sinister, why does no-one seem to be trying to uncover the truth? And what do these deaths have to do with the disappearance of Eli Denton, a strange old man who has barely even left his house in more than a decade?
 
    
 
   Eli's Town is a novel about an eccentric but seemingly harmless man who discovers a new way to live, and about his niece's desperate attempt to uncover the truth before she too succumbs to the town's mysteries.
 
   


  
 

Eli's Town
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   “Hey, woah, hold back! Isn't that Eli Denton's house?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So?!?!?” She reached out and grabbed his arm, while keeping her eyes fixed on the dark house across the street. “You didn't tell me we were coming to Eli Denton's house!”
 
   “Would you have come if I had?”
 
   “Hell, no!”
 
   “Exactly. Come on!”
 
   Slipping away from her grasp, Jordan ducked down and scurried across the street before disappearing into the shadows. Brittany opened her mouth to call out to him, but finally she sighed as she realized there was no way she could back out now. She'd only agreed to hang out with Jordan out of sheer boredom, but although she'd known he had a tendency to do some crazy stuff, she never in a million years thought he'd want to mess around near Eli's house. Some parts of the town were just supposed to be off-limits.
 
   “Jordan!” she hissed finally, even though she couldn't see him anymore. “This is really dumb! Let's just get out of here! Can we go to the lake or something instead?”
 
   She waited, but there was no reply. It was almost as if he'd slipped into darkness and vanished.
 
   “Jordan!”
 
   Silence.
 
   She watched the house for a moment longer, as she began to realize that the lack of lights was actually a bad thing. After all, what kind of person left their house completely dark at barely ten in the evening, especially if they were already known to be a recluse who barely ever went out? Sighing, she glanced both ways along the street before hurrying across, keeping as low as possible until she was able to duck down into the shadows of the trees that ran along the edge of Eli's property.
 
   “Jordan?” she whispered. “Where are you?”
 
   She waited.
 
   “Jordan?”
 
   Staring ahead, she realized there was no sign of him at all.
 
   “Oh Jesus, Jordan -”
 
   “Scared?”
 
   She let out a shocked cry as she felt hands clamping down onto her shoulders from behind. Spinning around, she clenched her fist, ready to punch, before seeing Jordan's laughing face as he sat back.
 
   “Asshole!” she hissed.
 
   “Classic!” he replied, wiping tears from his eyes. “You wanna keep your voice down, though. Any more screaming like that and you might get old Eli's attention!”
 
   “I did not scream!” she snapped, shoving him in the chest. “Don't you dare go telling people at school that I screamed!”
 
   “Okay, fine.” He knelt next to her and leaned past the side of the bushes, watching the dark house. “You definitely yelped, though. That was at least a yelp. Seriously, we don't want to go disturbing the old guy, do we? You know what they say happens to people who disturb Eli Denton.”
 
   “Stop trying to scare me, then,” she muttered, already feeling as if she wanted to turn around and go home. Looking past him, she watched the dark house for a moment. Silhouetted against the night sky, the place stood out from the rest of the houses on the block, as if it had been designed to freak people out. She'd never liked even passing the place, even as a child, and over the years she'd heard plenty of stories about Eli. Some people even said that he spent his days sitting at one of the upstairs windows, watching everyone who came near. “Why are we even here?” she asked finally. “What if he's in there right now?”
 
   “Where else would he be?”
 
   “He might be in his garden,” she suggested. “You know what everyone says about him, he's some kind of freak. He might be real close, he might be listening to us.”
 
   “I don't think old Eli Denton has left his house in a long time,” Jordan replied. “That's what my Dad says, anyway. He reckons no-one's seen Eli out and about since... Well, for as long as they can remember.”
 
   “He has to come out sometimes,” Brittany muttered, keeping her eyes fixed on the house's upstairs windows. “He must go into town to buy food.”
 
   “That's what you'd think,” Jordan muttered, “but go ask anyone in the stores and they'll tell you they haven't seen him.” He paused, as they both watched the house for a moment longer, and then finally he turned to her. “I guess maybe he's just found himself an alternative food source.”
 
   “Don't,” she said firmly.
 
   “Don't what?”
 
   “Don't try so hard to freak me out. It won't work.”
 
   “It's already working,” he said with a smile. “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “That's it,” she replied, turning away, “I'm off, see you tomorrow at -”
 
   “Wait!” Grabbing her arm, he pulled her further down into the shadows. “Did you hear that?”
 
   Her heart pounding now, she looked back toward the house. She knew he was probably just trying to freak her out, but still, she couldn't be sure. “Hear what?”
 
   “Like a -” He paused, as they both listened to the night's silence for a moment longer. Tulepa was a quiet town at the best of times, but in the area around Eli Denton's house it seemed quieter still. “Like a gentle bump,” he whispered finally, his voice lower than ever and filled with a sense of concern that Brittany felt couldn't be faked. “It might have been the front door.”
 
   “Jordan, please...”
 
   “I'm not lying! I heard something!”
 
   They waited again, but the only sound came when Brittany swallowed. Her throat was already dry.
 
   “I definitely heard something a moment ago,” Jordan whispered.
 
   “You're so full of it,” she replied. “You're just trying to scare me, there's no -”
 
   Suddenly she stopped as she heard a faint thud coming from the house. She froze for a moment, waiting for another sound, before turning to Jordan. For a few seconds, her brain scrambled to find another explanation, but she knew deep down that the sound had definitely come from the house. “Do you... Do you think he knows we're here?”
 
   “No way,” he replied, although his voice sounded very different now, filled with a sense of fear. “No, it was probably just the wind or something.”
 
   “Can we please get out of here?”
 
   “Not until we get the picture.”
 
   “What picture?”
 
   He sighed. “Don't you ever listen to what people are talking about at school?”
 
   “Jordan, if this is part of some dumb prank...”
 
   “It's like the ultimate challenge,” he continued. “I can't believe you don't know. Basically, there's like this massive bet that everyone's a part of, and the only way to win it is to get a photo of Eli.”
 
   “Why do people want a photo of Eli?” she asked with a frown.
 
   “Because no-one's seen him in years,” he replied, slipping his phone from his pocket. “People are curious if he's turned into, like, some kind of weird recluse. He's obviously still alive in there, but what's really going on with him? That's why everyone's betting to see who can get a photo. The first person who actually does it is, like, guaranteed to be king of the town forever.”
 
   She looked toward the house. “Isn't that, like, harassment?”
 
   “He won't even know,” he said with a smile. “Come on, I've got it all worked out. We're gonna be the ones who get a photo of Eli, and we're gonna be legends! And the best part is, we don't even have to get his attention.” He turned back to look toward the house. “We just have to go look through the windows.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jordan, please,” she hissed a few minutes later as they reached the side of the house and ducked back down into the darkness, “can we just leave?”
 
   “You can,” he whispered, looking up at the dark window directly above them. “One way or another, I'm getting this picture.”
 
   “You don't even know he's in there,” she replied, looking over her shoulder to make sure no-one was sneaking up behind them. “He might be upstairs in bed, or maybe he just moved away years ago and he never told anyone.”
 
   “Oh, he's in there,” he continued. “People have seen just enough signs of life to know that old Eli Denton is still alive and kicking. Just last month, two kids from my street swore they saw someone watching them late one night from one of the windows here.” He looked down at his phone and tapped to open the photo app. “It's like he keeps himself well out of sight, and that's part of the whole deal, it's one of the reasons everyone wants to know what he's doing and what he looks like these days.” He swiped to bring up a photo. “This is the confirmed photo of the guy, from eight years ago.”
 
   Looking at the screen, Brittany saw a slightly blurry image of a late-middle-aged man with barely any hair on his head and thick, puffy features. Dressed in a cream cardigan and brown pants, the man seemed to be in the process of picking up a newspaper from his lawn, although he was staring straight at the camera as if was angry at having his picture taken.
 
   “He looks sad,” she whispered.
 
   “He looks like a goddamn freak,” Jordan countered.
 
   “This is mean,” she said with a sigh. “Look at the poor guy. No wonder he became a recluse, if people were bugging him like this. We should leave him alone!”
 
   “Don't worry, there's no way he'll find out we're here. I'm just gonna get this photo and then we'll get out of here.” He waited for a reply. “We'll be helping him. Once we have this photo, no-one else is gonna come and bother him, the bet will be over. Really, if you think about it, it's our civic duty to help this guy out by putting an end to all the questions.”
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, closing her eyes for a moment as she felt sheer panic rising through her chest. “Oh God, why did I come with you? Why didn't I just stay at home and read?”
 
   “Because you want to join the cool club,” he replied with a grin, “and because you want to hang out with me.” He turned and look up at the window directly above where they were crouching. “Okay, I don't know which room is which, so we need to look through all the windows and hopefully we'll spot him. I'm pretty sure these reclusive types are, like, nocturnal or something. Don't worry, we'll be out of here in no time.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “It'll be quicker if we work as a team. I'll go this way, you go that way, and we'll meet round the other side.”
 
   “I don't want to be by myself!”
 
   He laughed, before clamping his hand over his own mouth in order to keep the noise down. “You're terrified,” he said finally. “Maybe you should go back and wait down by the street. If you're this scared, you might bump into something or knock something over. I guess I was wrong about you, Brittany. I guess you can't handle a top-secret mission like this.”
 
   “Oh, please,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Okay, you know what? I'll help you look in his windows, but not because I think this is cool or fun. I'll do it to prove to you that it's dumb and mundane, and that anyone could do it. If you really want to be cool, there are better ways to go about it.”
 
   “That's the spirit,” he said, slowly standing until he was just about able to see through the corner of the window.
 
   Still crouching down, Brittany waited for him to say something. “Well?” she asked finally, feeling bored and nervous at the same time. “Do you see him?”
 
   “It's the kitchen,” he replied, “and no, I don't think anyone's in there. It's dark inside, but... It looks like a real mess in there, like no-one's tidied the place for months. I'm gonna go around the side and try to find the front room. A guy like Eli, never leaving the house, there's no way he's tucked up in bed so early. He's probably, like, watching TV or looking at stuff online.” He turned to her. “We're not harassing him, you know. It's only harassment if he finds out what we're doing, so you need to make absolutely certain that you don't make a noise, because if you do, then you're the one who's turning this into harassment.”
 
   “Nice logic there,” she muttered with a scowl.
 
   Smiling, Jordan scurried past the window, making his way around the corner. Brittany sighed, still tempted to turn around and head home, before figuring that she had to at least take a look through some of the windows. She knew it was wrong, and she knew she shouldn't join in with the potential humiliation of an old man who simply kept himself to himself, but at the same time she wanted to spend time with Jordan and she liked the idea of impressing him. After all, Jordan was by far the hottest guy at school, and any girl who was seen with him was guaranteed to be super popular.
 
   After taking a deep breath, she kept low as she headed past the front door, and finally she dropped down next to another of the windows.
 
   “Please God,” she whispered, “just let him not be here. Let him be on vacation or something.”
 
   Craning her neck, she looked through the window and saw to her relief that there was no sign of anyone in the front room. She waited a moment longer, before ducking back down and pausing to consider once again whether she could just bail on the whole evening. She'd been hoping to get some time alone with Jordan, maybe even to make out a little, but instead he'd insisted on checking out the Eli Denton house, which seemed to her to be an almost comically childish way of spending the evening. Finally, she realized that enough was enough. Getting to her feet, she trudged back around the way she'd come, figuring she could tell Jordan she was going to -
 
   Stopping suddenly, she saw that the front door was wide open. Just sixty seconds earlier, it had been shut.
 
   “Jordan?” she whispered, feeling a hint of fear in her chest as she took a step back. Turning, she looked back along the side of the house, but there was no sign of anyone. “Jordan!” she hissed. “Where are you?”
 
   She waited.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Oh God,” she stammered, taking a step back before turning again, looking across the garden. “Jordan, where -”
 
   “Here!”
 
   Almost jumping out of her skin, she spun around and saw Jordan waving at her from the doorway.
 
   “Come on,” he said with a laugh. “I got us in.”
 
   “How?” she whispered, hurrying over to him. Her heart was pounding, but although she wanted to run, she also didn't want to leave Jordan's side.
 
   “Relax. I have my ways.” He stepped back and gestured for her to join him. “Come on, it's totally safe. The place smells kinda rough, but that's not a problem. What are you waiting for?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “It's empty.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   He smiled. “I've taken a look around. Trust me, there's no-one here.”
 
   After pausing for a moment, she stepped past him and into the house. He was right, the air did smell fusty, as if the place had been locked up for quite some time, and after a few seconds she began to detect a faintly vinegary smell. The floorboards creaked beneath her feet, but she told herself she had to stay strong and that, besides, she could easily turn and run at any moment. Besides, she trusted Jordan completely, even if he had a tendency to lure her into things she'd prefer to avoid. If she -
 
   Suddenly she heard the door swinging shut behind her, plunging the hallway into darkness.
 
   She turned. “Hey -”
 
   “Relax,” he continued, putting a hand on her waist. “You're not scared to be alone with me, are you?”
 
   She could feel his breath on her face. He was close.
 
   “Brittany? Are you scared?”
 
   “Of course not,” she replied, turning and looking up the stairs, where a patch of moonlight illuminated part of the wall. She felt he might try to kiss her if they were face-to-face, and then he'd want take things further, and suddenly she wanted to hold off for a moment. The last thing she wanted was for her first time to take place in such a grotty location. “I just don't really get why we're here.”
 
   “You don't get why we're in an empty house?” he asked, taking her hand and leading toward the stairs. “Seriously? You don't get why I might wanna have you all to myself in a place where we can just do what we want without anyone walking in on us?”
 
   She couldn't help but smile. The night had suddenly taken a turn, and she was starting to think that maybe Jordan liked her after all. The problem, however, was that she felt torn in two directions. On the one hand, she wanted to let him take her completely, to let him inside her in every way possible, but at the same time she also felt that the moment wasn't right, that whenever she'd imagined getting with a guy it had always seemed more romantic.
 
   “Jordan -”
 
   “Relax.”
 
   “I am relaxed, but -”
 
   “Come on.” He began to lead her up the stairs and, since she hadn't decided yet what to do, she followed. The boards creaked under Jordan's feet and, a moment later, under hers too.
 
   “It's totally not creepy in here,” he continued, taking her all the way to the top and then leading her to one of the doors, which opened into a room with a double bed in the far corner. “Don't worry, most of the stories about this place are just garbage that gets tossed about by idiots at school. Like that Tatty girl and the way she's always spreading dumb conspiracy theories about the town.”
 
   “But you said -”
 
   “I was trying to scare you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It's fun, isn't it? Being scared, I mean.” He led her over to the bed and then turned to her. “Do you ever feel like everyone else at school is the same? Like they're just clones of each other?” He paused, his face just about visible in the darkness. “That's what made me notice you, Brit. You're different. You're... I don't know, you're you.”
 
   “Thanks,” she replied. “I think.”
 
   “I mean it. It's rare for someone to be an individual in this town.”
 
   “Are you sure it's safe?” she asked, looking down at the bed. For a moment, she felt she wanted to tell him she wasn't ready to go all the way, but at the same time she also didn't want to seem like a dumb kid and she figured no-one was ever really ready. Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, she felt a tightening sense of anticipation in her chest as Jordan sat next to her, and a moment later she felt his hand on her knee.
 
   It doesn't have to be perfect, she told herself. Just get the first time over with.
 
   “You know,” he said finally, “I've been keeping an eye on you.”
 
   “You have?” She couldn't help but smile, even though she knew he couldn't see her properly in the dark.
 
   “You're reaching that point,” he continued.
 
   “What point?”
 
   “You know. Where you become a real woman.”
 
   She let out a sniff of laughter, but a fraction of a second later she felt his hand moving a little further up her leg, squeezing tighter. His skin was rough, rougher than anything she'd felt before, but she didn't mind so much; it was just nice to be touched.
 
   “Really?” she asked, as the sense of anticipation tightened in her chest.
 
   “Things change when you get older,” he continued, the silhouette of his face just about visible against the window's dark rectangle. “In your body, I mean.” He paused, before reaching up and putting his hand on the side of her head. “In here too.”
 
   “I guess so,” she replied, as her nervous smile grew. Her eyes were becoming more accustomed to the darkness now, but she still couldn't see much more than the basic outline of the room. Still, she'd decided: no matter what, she was going to go through with it. She'd worry about everything else once she got to the other side. “I didn't think you'd been watching me, though. Until about a week ago, I didn't think you even knew my name.”
 
   “Oh, I knew your name a long time ago,” he continued. “I make it my business to know the names of everyone at school. I just felt the time wasn't right, I felt I had to wait for you to be ready.” He looked down at her waist, and then slowly up across her chest. “I waited and waited and waited. Each day, I could tell you were getting a little closer, but I knew you weren't done, not yet. It was like watching a steak cooking slowly. You have to wait until it's juicy and tender and pink on the inside.”
 
   “Jordan...” Looking down at his hand, she realized for the first time that several of his fingernails were missing.
 
   “It's so hard to be sure,” he added, clearly mesmerized as he put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed tight, feeling the bone beneath. “I promise you, Brittany, this isn't an exact science, but the thing is...” He paused, blinking furiously for a moment, his face just about visible in the darkness. “I can afford to be a little early,” he whispered finally, “but I can't afford to be one second late. I really hope you understand that.”
 
   She waited, but he seemed lost in thought.
 
   Looking at her shoulder, she saw his hand resting on her shirt and she realized that something imperceptible had changed, something she couldn't even define but which was now telling her to leave. Gut instinct, maybe, or common sense.
 
   “Jordan,” she said finally, tentatively, “I'm not sure I'm really feeling this right now.”
 
   Again she waited, but again he seemed not to hear her, almost as if his mind was elsewhere. After a moment, however, his lips began to move slightly, as if he was silently telling himself something. His hand, still resting on her shoulder, felt like a dead weight now.
 
   “I think I want to go,” she told him, making to get up from the bed but finding herself quickly held down by his hand on her arm. She didn't want to make a fuss, not yet, but she felt increasingly uncomfortable and she was starting to wonder if Jordan was on drugs. “Maybe we can do this again,” she suggested, even though the idea made her feel nauseous. “I really don't want to...”
 
   Pausing, she realized she could hear his voice now, just about whispering.
 
   “What are you saying?” she asked, leaning closer.
 
   The whispering continued, almost loud enough to be heard as words but...
 
   Not quite.
 
   “Jordan,” she continued, reaching up and trying to gently push his hand off her shoulder. “I don't think -”
 
   “Coming up the stairs,” he said suddenly, his eyes fixed on the wall.
 
   She stared at him, waiting for him to say something that would help that last sentence to make sense. “What?” she asked finally.
 
   “Careful,” he continued, sounding a little out of breath. “Don't trip.” He frowned. “This is harder in the dark.”
 
   A fraction of a second later, there was a sudden creaking sound from the stairs, almost as if...
 
   Brittany turned and looked over at the door. “Is someone else here?”
 
   “Someone else?” Jordan turned to her as a smile spread across his face. “No. No, I swear on all that's holy, on all that matters in the whole world, that you and I are the only ones here. You believe me, don't you?”
 
   She shook her head, sitting up as she heard another creak on the steps, closer this time. “I heard someone,” she continued, her heart pounding in her chest. “Jordan, I'm not joking, there's someone coming up. I don't think this house is empty.”
 
   “It's just us,” he replied, grabbing her by the chin and turning her face so that their eyes met. “I swear, Brittany. It's just you and me, all alone. You really, really have to understand that. It's you and me here, and no-one else.” With that, he moved his hand to her chest and tried to push her down onto the bed, only for her to pull away and get to her feet.
 
   “Enough!” she said firmly.
 
   “Brit -”
 
   “Someone's here,” she continued, trying not to panic as she heard more creaking and then finally saw a hint of movement outside the door, as if a shadow was being cast across the wall beyond the door. “Jordan, look! There's -”
 
   Before she could finish, she was grabbed from behind and pulled down onto the bed, and Jordan quickly moved to pin her down as he swung his leg over her waist and straddled her. She fought back, but he was much, much stronger than she'd ever suspected and he quickly managed to force her down with apparent ease.
 
   “Jordan!”
 
   “Calm down!”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “What do you think?” He adjusted his grip on her wrists, holding her more firmly this time. “You've just gotta give in to it a little, Brit. Just a little, not a lot. It's not like you can do anything to stop it, so why not accept the inevitable and just cooperate?”
 
   “Jordan -”
 
   “Everyone here has done it,” he continued. “You're not special. You're gonna be just like all the others.”
 
   “What -” Staring up at him, she began to realize what he meant. “You can't be serious,” she whispered, feeling a cold chill run through her chest. “Jordan, I swear to God, if you don't let me go right now... Debbie knows where I am! I told her I was coming here with you! If you do anything to me, I'll go to the police, they have ways they can prove it! I don't care if other girls stayed silent, but I won't!”
 
   She tried again to get free.
 
   “Debbie knows where I am!” she yelled.
 
   “Debbie knows?” He smiled. “That's not gonna help you. I know Debbie knows.”
 
   “What are you -”
 
   Spotting movement nearby, she turned and looked toward the door, where a dark, hulking figure was now silhouetted against the frame.
 
   “Who the hell is that?” Brittany shouted, before looking over at the window. “Help!” she shouted. “Someone help me!”
 
   “You can scream all you want,” Jordan said with a smile, still holding her down as she struggled violently to get free, “but it won't help.”
 
   “Someone has to hear me!” she shouted. “Help! I'm in here! Help me!”
 
   “No-one,” he continued, “literally no-one, is gonna come running, and do you know why?” He leaned closer, until his breath was once again against her face. “Because they all know that this is something that has to happen. It's like a ritual or a tradition. I'm just lucky that I get to be so involved.” He pulled back as she tried to bite him, and then he dug his knee into her belly, causing her to let out a gasp of pain. “Trust me,” he continued, “when this is over, in an hour or a day or whatever, you're gonna have no more regrets. You're gonna be one of us forever.”
 
   Behind him, the silhouetted figure stepped closer, towering over the bed now with a faint wheezing sound coming from its mouth.
 
   “You're gonna love this,” Jordan continued, leaning down and kissing Brittany's forehead. “You're gonna be so grateful when it's all over.”
 
   As he got to work fixing the restraints around her wrists, he smiled, ignoring her increasingly terrified screams. Next to the bed, the silhouetted figure leaned closer, as if to get a better view.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Outside, Brittany's screams rang out loud from the house, loud enough to be heard for several miles around. Nearby, lights were already flicking on in some of the other houses, and gradually people were stepping out from their front doors.
 
   No-one ran.
 
   No-one panicked.
 
   No-one asked what was happening.
 
   They all knew.
 
   A crowd had already gathered on the dark lawn, with more arriving from other parts of the town. Everyone was staring at the upstairs window, watching the darkness and listening to Brittany's terrified cries for help. No-one flinched, however; no-one even moved, no glances were shared. There were a hundred people on the lawn now, and a hundred more making their way along the street, as if the whole town was slowly gathering to listen to whatever was taking place in Eli's house, their blank faces still staring up at the window.
 
   And then one-by-one, as if on cue, a smile spread across the crowd from face to face, as Brittany's screams filled the night sky.
 
   


  
 

PART ONE
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   Three weeks later
 
    
 
   “Someone has to check on Eli,” she replies, her voice hissing a little over the bad connection, “and that someone has to be you. I did it last year, Brad did it the year before, so we figured this time it's your turn.”
 
   “Hang on.”
 
   Cutting the car's engine, I lean back and listen to the silence. Well, relative silence. After driving all night, the sound of the engine was almost becoming part of my conscious mind, an ever-present drone in the background. Now that I've finally reached the outskirts of Tulepa and pulled up in a parking lot on the edge of town, I feel as if I could just go to sleep right here in the driver's seat. Somewhere nearby, out of sight, kids are calling out to one another, and when I turn to look across the parking lot I see the sun's rays just poking above the horizon.
 
   “It's going the wrong way,” I whisper wearily.
 
   “What is?” Karen asks, with the sound of controlled chaos in the background. My sister is always so busy and in-control, it's tiring just hearing her life.
 
   “The sun,” I continue, remembering my posture and sitting up straight. “I'm exhausted. The sun should be going down when I'm this tired, not coming up.” Checking my watch, I see that it's a little before 7am. “Would it be totally wrong of me to get a motel room and sleep the rest of the day?”
 
   “After you've checked on Eli.”
 
   “After I've checked on Eli.” Sighing, I open the glove-box, only for a torrent of papers and fast-food serviettes to fall out. “Are you sure a phone call wouldn't be enough?” I ask. “I mean, the guy's not a child, I'm sure he's capable of looking after himself. He's, what, in his fifties now? Isn't it insulting the way we always come and check up on him?” I start rifling through the glove-box, searching for a power bar. Anything with sugar, basically.
 
   Sighing, I realize I'm all out.
 
   “You know the deal,” Karen continues. “Hey, Johnny, leave your brother alone!” She sighs. “Jesus, these kids are gonna be the death of me one day. Listen, Holly, you know the deal, Eli's...” She pauses, for once seemingly lost for words. “Eli's different. I know he's our uncle and that means we love him and all, blah blah, but he doesn't quite fit in with the rest of the family, or even the rest of the world. Mom worries about him, living there in Tulepa and not really having any friends, and she says he never initiates contact, she's always the one who has to call. Not that he even picks up anymore. She always swore to visit him once a year, just to make sure he's doing okay, and now she's not so mobile...” Yet another pause. “We're not really doing it for Eli, you know. We're doing it for Mom.”
 
   “I know,” I mutter, looking at the back seat but spotting nothing I can eat. Sighing, I realize I need sugar. Oh, and coffee. Jesus Christ, how I need coffee. And a bed. “Well,” I say finally, “I've got his address, so I'll go over once I've woken up. It'll be fun to see him again, it's been years. How did he seem to you last year when you came to check on him?”
 
   “Oh, you know...” There's the sound of her dealing with some minor crisis on the other end of the line. “He was fine,” she adds, clearly distracted. “Still Eli, still weird, but fine.”
 
   “But did he seem -”
 
   “Listen, I've got to go, the kids are hyper this morning and Brad's already left for work. Don't feel like you have to spend all day with Eli, just pop in, make him feel like the rest of the family hasn't forgotten him, and then we're all guilt-free for another year. And Holly... You're doing okay, right?”
 
   I check my reflection in the car's rear-view mirror. Wow, when did I develop crow's feet around my eyes? Am I getting old?
 
   “Holly?”
 
   “I'm fine,” I tell her. “This trip to see Eli is probably a good thing. A way to keep busy, you know?”
 
   “I know breaking up with Dean probably hurts,” she continues, “but it was the right move. The guy's a dirt-bag.”
 
   “I know,” I reply weakly.
 
   “You don't miss him, do you?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “And this time the break-up's gonna be permanent, right? Please, for the love of God don't take him back again.”
 
   “I won't.”
 
   “He cheated on you, remember? More than -”
 
   “Gotta go,” I reply, interrupting her. “I'll call and let you know when I've checked on Eli.”
 
   Once the call is over and I've managed to get Holly to stop fussing, I open the car door and climb out stiffly into the cool morning air. After spending the past four hours cooped up in the driver's seat, I feel as if my entire body is slightly compressed, so after pushing the door shut I take a moment to stretch, which of course brings on a yawn. The last time I was here in Tulepa, I was twenty-goddamn-one years old and I still thought I was going to be president some day. I was studying medicine, not quite a doctor at that stage, and I was convinced I'd end up happily married one day with kids and a nice house. And now? I'm a doctor, sure, but the husband, kids and house have eluded me.
 
   Stop feeling sorry for yourself, I tell myself. At least you've got your health.
 
   True.
 
   As I head across the parking lot and around the side of the drug store, I can't help noticing that nothing in Tulepa seems to have changed in the nineteen years since I was last here, and in a way that feels strangely reassuring. It's nice to know that the place has just sat here for the past decade, with everything staying the same. In fact, as I get around to the town square, I realize that every single shop seems to be exactly as I remember, which I figure must be some kind of world record in terms of resistance to change. It's almost like stepping back in time.
 
   “Morning,” a voice says nearby.
 
   I turn as a middle-aged man walks past, smiling at me as he enters a shop which has an actual bell above its door.
 
   “Morning,” I reply, but it's too late, he's already inside.
 
   Damn it, I'm so not used to people being polite and friendly. Strangers in Tulepa are more outgoing than actual friends in New York, and it's going to take a while to adjust to that difference. Or, it would take a while, if I was staying more than a few hours. Feeling as if I'm in a daze, I turn and make my way across the town square, heading toward the convenience store where Mom used to take me all those years ago to buy candy.
 
   I stop suddenly, feeling a shiver pass through my bones.
 
   When did I get old?
 
   “Morning,” a middle-aged woman says, smiling at me as she walks past with a little terrier on a string. “Nice day, huh?”
 
   “Sure,” I reply, very much aware that I'm not very good at this kind of smalltalk. “Um, yeah, thanks, it is.”
 
   I turn and watch as she and her dog head past the bench and make their way toward the other side of the square. She's not rushing, not stressing about anything, and I can't help wondering whether maybe she's got the right idea and I'm the one who hasn't got life figured out. After all, who really needs the constant stress of New York when it's apparently possible to live a perfectly happy contented life at a much slower pace? Turning, I look around at the stores and realize that in some ways, Tulepa is the kind of place I'd like to come back to some day, and buy a nice little house so I can get a change of pace. Retire here, even.
 
   Maybe Mom and Karen were wrong. Maybe Eli's got the right idea, sticking around in Tulepa. After all, the place looks so calm and peaceful.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Now this is strong stuff,” says the man behind the counter a few minutes later, adjusting his glasses as he takes a look at the triple espresso coffee pouches I'm buying. “Don't sell many of these around here.”
 
   “It's just a little... pick-me-up,” I tell him, starting to get into the hang of this smalltalk business. “I drove for four hours to get here.” Spotting some discoloration on his hand, I can't help but notice that a couple of his fingers are swollen and black, as if they've been broken and left un-set. “What happened there?” I ask.
 
   He looks down at his hand. “Oh. Nothing, I just caught it.”
 
   “It looks almost necrotic.”
 
   “Really, it's fine.”
 
   “Doesn't it hurt?”
 
   He smiles. “I'll be sure to get it checked out soon.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “So you said you drove for four hours to get here, huh?”
 
   Realizing that he's trying to change the subject, I figure there's no point pushing him. “It was kind of a last-minute thing.”
 
   “Is that right?” He rings up some more of my items, and I can't help noticing that he keeps glancing at his watch, as if he's nervous about the time. “Just passing through, are you?”
 
   “Kind of. I'm visiting my uncle and then I have to get back on the road.”
 
   Reaching into my pocket, I take out my purse and take a moment to count out a few notes. When I turn to place them on the counter, however, I find that the man has stopped ringing my items up and is staring at me with a faint, curious frown.
 
   “Um...” I say after a moment. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Fine,” he replies, smiling as he comes back to life. “Sorry, I was just surprised by your answer, that's all.” He rings up the last few things and then takes the cash. “So, uh, Tulepa's not a very big town, everyone kinda knows everyone. Do you mind if I ask who you've here to visit?”
 
   “My uncle lives here. Maybe you know him? His name's Eli Denton.”
 
   The man opens his mouth to reply, but I can see a flicker of concern in his eyes. “Eli? So... So you're his niece?”
 
   “One of several. We have a big family.”
 
   He pauses, as if he's genuinely shocked, and after a moment he adjusts his glasses again. “Well,” he says finally, “maybe he's mentioned you. What's your name again?”
 
   “Holly,” I reply. “Holly Denton.”
 
   “Holly...” He stares at me, as if something about my answer has genuinely given him pause for thought. “Huh. So... So you're his niece Holly, are you? Little Holly, the girl who... The girl who wanted to be a doctor?”
 
   “I...” Surprised that he'd know something like that, I can't help frowning. “Well, yes, actually... I've been qualified for fifteen years now.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   “Did... Eli talk about me?”
 
   “Oh...” He pauses for a moment. “No, I don't think so. Maybe. It's just... I don't know, it's weird what you remember, huh? I just have this strong memory that Eli had a niece who wanted to be a doctor, that's all. You must have made an impression back then.”
 
   “I guess so,” I reply with a smile, starting to feel as if smalltalk is a little more difficult – and weirder – than I'd anticipated. “To be honest, I was just passing the area and I thought I'd drop in and check on my uncle. That's what families do, right?” I wait for an answer, but over the past few seconds it seems as if the man's attitude has changed completely, and he's gone from being friendly and relaxed to... Well, if I didn't know better, I'd say that he's worried. “So do you know my uncle?” I ask finally. “Eli Denton? He lives on Piebarton Road.”
 
   He opens his mouth to reply, but once again he holds back for a moment. “Eli... Yeah,” he says with a slow, cautious nod, “I think... Yeah, I think I might have met him once or twice.” He scratches the back of his neck as he turns and looks through to the rear of the store, almost as if he's checking for someone. “Um, yeah, I think he might have been in here a few times, uh...” He pauses, before glancing back at me. “So you're here to, what, just drop by for a coffee and see how he's doing?”
 
   “To be honest,” I reply, “sometimes we feel a little guilty.”
 
   “Guilty?”
 
   “The rest of the family moved away from the area a long time ago. Eli's the only one who stayed, and what with one thing and another, none of us really get out this way to visit him as much as we should. Or at all, really.” I pause for a moment, before allowing myself an embarrassed smile as I realize that I'm opening up to a complete stranger. “I'm sorry,” I continue, “I don't mean to make it sound like anything's wrong. I'm just dropping by to see a relative.”
 
   He glances at his watch, before turning back to me. “Obviously a relative who you think can't look after himself,” he says, with a hint of grit in his voice. “I guess you people from the city feel the need to come and check on us simple country folk from time to time, like we can't manage for ourselves.”
 
   “I didn't say that -”
 
   “Here's your change,” he adds, sliding some coins back to me before stepping back as if he's waiting for me to leave.
 
   “Listen -”
 
   “I have another customer to deal with,” he says firmly.
 
   I turn and look, but there's no-one else in the store. “If I -”
 
   Before I can finish, the door opens and a woman hurries in, making straight for the counter.”Mr. Packer,” she stammers, as if she's in a panic, “I must have your undivided attention at once!” She glances at me, with a hint of disdain in her expression. “You're done here, right?”
 
   “I guess so,” I reply, grabbing my bag and change. “Please, make sure you get those fingers checked out,” I add, “as soon as you can.” I pause, distinctly aware that they're both waiting for me to leave, and then finally I head out of the store.
 
   Somehow, I get the feeling that Tulepa isn't as friendly these days as it was when I was last here. In fact, as I stand looking out across the immaculately-maintained town square, I can't help noticing that several passersby are glancing at me with cold, unfriendly eyes. It's almost as if, after just a few minutes, I've managed to offend the town itself.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “Who'll it be this time?” I whisper, watching the town square through my camera's viewfinder. I linger on Mrs. Calcott for a moment, following her as she walks toward the bank, and then I switch to Mrs. Merrill, who seems to be having trouble finding her car keys in her pockets. “Who's going to be the latest 12 o'clock -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I turn my camera to follow a different woman as she walks away from the convenience store. Frowning, I realize that I've never seen her before in my life, which can only mean one thing.
 
   “A stranger in town,” I mutter, with a hint of wonder in my voice as I keep the viewfinder trained on her. She's opening the door of a car and climbing inside. “Now that's not something that happens every day. A real life stranger in dead old Tulepa.”
 
   I keep watching for the next few minutes, zooming as close as I can manage as I watch the woman eating a sandwich in her car. Finally I check my watch and see that it's barely 9am, which means there's still three hours to go until the moment of truth, and anyway, I think strangers get a free pass around here when it comes to the 12 o'clock stuff, although maybe that idea has never been tested. Then again, not to complicate things, but I've been wondering lately whether a new theory might -
 
   Suddenly someone coughs right behind me, and I turn to see Jordan Swinton watching me with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Didn't anyone ever tell you it's rude to spy on strangers?” he asks. “Seriously, Tatty? Don't you have anything better to be doing?”
 
   “Not really,” I reply. “Do you?”
 
   “Get a life,” he mutters, turning and wandering away.
 
   “Around here?” I ask, hurrying after him with my camera hanging around my neck. “What do you call getting a life in Tulepa, anyway? Sitting out the back of the bar, drinking and talking about how you'd like to fix up your car? Wow, I'm sure you'll be hearing from the Nobel committee any day now.”
 
   He glances back at me, clearly not impressed. “The who?”
 
   “I'm working on my portfolio,” I continue. “I'm going to publish a photo-essay about what's going on around here.”
 
   Stopping, he sighs before turning to me. “No you're not.”
 
   I frown. “Yes I am.”
 
   “No you're not, because nothing is happening around here.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Says me. Says everyone.”
 
   I look over my shoulder and see that the stranger is still sitting in her car, swigging from a bottle of water. Turning back to Jordan, I realize he thinks I'm a complete joke. That's not exactly news, and I'm more than used to being laughed at by the cooler kids in town, but right now I feel like I want to stand up for myself just a little. “You don't think people dropping dead at the exact same time each day is worth investigating?” I ask. “Seriously?”
 
   “Tatty -”
 
   “Every day, at exactly noon?”
 
   He sighs.
 
   “One person a day,” I continue. “Just one, on the stroke of midday. For two weeks straight. Come on, that's the definition of something happening.”
 
   “It's just a coincidence,” he replies. “Didn't you hear Doc Conyne at the town meeting last week? He and the others have looked into it and they found it was just a big coincidence. There's no need to go making up conspiracy theories.” He eyes me with caution for a moment. “Then again, I guess I shouldn't have expected better. You're just a kid, so I guess this kind of thing brightens up your days, huh?”
 
   “I'm almost sixteen,” I point out, although I immediately hate how goddamn imperious I sound.
 
   “Ooh, almost sixteen?” he laughs, taking a step back. “Let me know when you turn twenty-one, sweetie. Then maybe we'll have something to talk about. Unless you wanna join a few of us one night when no-one's looking? I mean, not every rule has to be followed.”
 
   “I'm busy working on my photo-essay.”
 
   “You're a real Diane Arbus, huh?”
 
   “How would you even know who Diane Arbus is?” I ask, genuinely surprised.
 
   “I know who you are,” he replies, “and you're just a dumb little...” He pauses, as if he's trying to find the right word. “Well, you know what you are. You're the town freak.”
 
   “And you're the town -”
 
   “Hey!” Brittany Lawrence says, suddenly hurrying over and wrapping her arms around Jordan like some long-lost lover who hasn't seen him for years. “There you are! I was starting to think you'd, I don't know, disappeared into the ether or something.”
 
   “Into the ether?” I mutter, frowning. “Since when did you talk like that?”
 
   She plants a big, wet kiss on his cheek; it's enough to make me want to hurl.
 
   “I was just teasing Tatty,” he says, smiling at me as Brittany hangs off him like an ill-fitting scarf. “She was explaining her latest dumb theories and taking photos of that new woman in town.”
 
   “What new woman?” Looking around, Brittany finally spots the woman still sitting in her car. After a moment, the woman happens to glance in our direction and sees us watching her; she stares at us for a moment, with a bite of sandwich half in her mouth, before finally we all turn away. “Embarrassing!” Brittany says with a giggle. “What do you think she's doing here? Why would anyone come to visit Tulepa?”
 
   “Must be lost,” Jordan mutters.
 
   “Maybe she's investigating the mystery,” I suggest.
 
   “There's no mystery in Tulepa,” Brittany replies, rolling her eyes. “There's just... What's the opposite of mystery? Obviousness?”
 
   “Tatty's fretting about the twelve o'clock thing,” Jordan says with a grin, clearly amused by me. “She's still buying into the idea that something weird is going on.”
 
   “Something weird is going on,” I say firmly, feeling as if my blood is about to boil over with frustration. “Why doesn't anyone else accept that? Every day for the past two weeks, someone in town has died at exactly midday! There are only a few hundred people living in Tulepa, so do you realize the odds against that coincidence? They're mind-blowing and, like, ten per cent of the population has been affected now! It's not always old people, either. It's like it could strike anyone, anywhere, but always at noon!”
 
   “Maybe you'll be next,” Jordan points out.
 
   Brittany whispers something to him, and they both laugh.
 
   “Anyone could be next,” I tell them. “That's the point. You, or me, or anyone. Two days ago, Sandy Clements dropped dead and he was only, like, twenty-two!”
 
   “And he had a heart problem,” Jordan replies.
 
   “No-one ever talked about that until after he died,” I continue, trying not to get too worked up. “Even Sandy never mentioned it, and he sure seemed to push himself in gym. Then after he dropped, Doctor Conyne suddenly started going on about a heart problem, almost as if he was just trying to come up with an explanation.”
 
   “Later, loser,” Jordan says, patting me on the shoulder as he and Brittany turn to walk away.
 
   “I'm not a loser!” I call after them, but they're already laughing and joking, shoving one another as they head to the corner. I swear, until recently I didn't even know Jordan Swinton and Brittany Lawrence were hanging out, but lately they seem suddenly to spend all their time together. Turning, I see that the mysterious woman has started her car, and a moment later she pulls out of the parking lot and drives away. Raising my camera, I take a couple more photos, but I don't really learn anything new about her.
 
   Still, a new arrival in Tulepa is always unusual, doubly so at a time like this, and I can't help thinking that this strange woman might be linked to everything that's been happening. Checking my watch, I see that there's less than three hours to go until midday, so I guess we'll all find out soon if there's going to be another death.
 
   I might be the only one who's worried right now, but eventually the others are going to have to care.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “Eli?” I call out, after waiting for someone to answer the door. “Hey, Eli Denton, are you home? It's me, Holly, your niece. Do you remember me?”
 
   I wait again.
 
   No reply.
 
   “Are you in there?”
 
   Again, silence.
 
   Taking a step back, I look up at the house and realize that something about the whole place feels almost preternaturally still. When I arrived a few minutes ago, I double-checked I'd got the right address and I even called Karen to confirm, since the house seems... not abandoned, necessarily, but definitely unloved. For one thing, the paint on the front door is peeling, and for another the garden is completely overgrown. Eli was never exactly houseproud, but it's still worrying to think that he's letting everything go like this. On the other hand, there was no mail in the box and it's not like the place is a complete mess. There are just enough signs of life to make me think he's still about.
 
   “Eli?” I call out again, even though I know he must have heard me already if he's inside.
 
   Checking my watch, I see that it's almost half nine, so I guess he might have gone out for a while. After all, I tried calling to let him know I'd be passing by, but I have no idea whether he got the message, or even whether he wants to be visited. From what I remember, Eli has a tendency to be slightly crotchety.
 
   “You looking for someone?” a voice calls out.
 
   Turning, I see an elderly man leaning against the fence. Figuring that I've found a neighbor, I head across the overgrown lawn, while glancing back at the house for a moment. I almost expect to see Eli watching me from one of the windows.
 
   “I'm trying to track down my uncle,” I say as I reach the man. Looking over the fence, I see that in contrast to Eli's garden, this guy's place is immaculate. “Do you know Eli?” I add, shielding my eyes from the morning sun.
 
   He laughs. “Do I know Eli?” Something about the question clearly amuses him, and it takes a moment for his chuckles to die down. As he laughs, I can't help but notice that all the teeth in his mouth are rotten, some of them down to the nerves. How this man isn't in perpetual agony, I have no idea. “Well,” he continues, “I've lived next door to the man for the best part of twenty years, so I guess I should.” He glances toward the house. “Yeah, I reckon I know him pretty well. As well as anyone can with a guy like that, anyway.”
 
   “Is he around right now?” I ask. “I just knocked, but there was no answer.”
 
   “No, there wouldn't be.” He looks me up and down. “You're family, aren't you?”
 
   “How did you -”
 
   “Family resemblance,” he continues, interrupting me. “I mean, not that Eli's pretty like you, but he's got a certain dashing charm.” He chuckles again. “Or he did have, anyway. It's been a while since I saw his face. He hasn't been out of the house much, at least not during the day.”
 
   “But it's possible he's out right now, isn't it?”
 
   He pauses for a moment. “Well, I guess anything's possible...”
 
   I glance back toward the house again, and I can't shake the feeling that maybe Eli isn't doing so well. Watching the windows, I still expect to see someone staring out. The last time I saw my uncle, all those years ago, he was a stocky, well-built man, albeit hunched over with poor posture. He looked like the kind of guy who'd been big and strong once, back in his youth, but who'd worn that strength until it dragged him down. I still remember the way he'd wear the same clothes for weeks on end, until he began to notice the smell and changed, at which point he'd be all smart and neat and clean again, only to start the same process all over again.
 
   “Eli's just different in the head,” Mom told me once, after I asked about him. “Ever since he was born, everyone's known that Eli isn't like the rest of us.”
 
   “Are you Holly?” the old man asks suddenly.
 
   I turn to him, shocked that he knows my name.
 
   “I remember you,” he continues with a smile. “You and... I think you had a sister?”
 
   I nod, surprised that once again I've been remembered, even though I haven't been back to Tulepa for close to two decades.
 
   “I used to see you all playing in the garden here sometimes,” the man continues, “back when your parents used to come and visit Eli. I guess you've forgotten, you were just a kid, but I gave you candy a few times. With your Mom's permission, of course.”
 
   “I don't remember that at all,” I reply, feeling a little awkward. Catching another sight of his blackened, rotten teeth, I can't help shuddering. “Sorry.”
 
   “I guess it was a long time ago,” he continues. “When you're young, you don't remember stuff so well, do you? It's only old fools like me who keep all those memories filed away in their heads.” He chuckles to himself. “I don't remember my wife's birthday or our wedding anniversary, but I remember those little blue candies I used to hand out to kids when they were playing near the fence. I might even have a few left over, although it's been a long time since I need them.” He checks his watch again. “Sometimes I look at myself in the mirror and I think about my brain, and I wonder what the hell is going on in there.”
 
   Forcing a smile, I turn to look back at the house. To be honest, I'm starting to get a little worried about Eli.
 
   “You should leave,” the old man says suddenly.
 
   I turn back to him.
 
   “You should leave soon,” he continues, with a new sense of earnestness in his voice. “I'll tell old Eli you were here, I'm sure he'll be pleased to know that someone finally came down to check on him. Hell, I'll make sure the old fool gives you a call some time when he's feeling... Well, when he gets a chance. I'm sure it won't be too long, he's just a busy guy. Just this morning, I saw him out in his yard and we chatted, and then he said he had to get off and run errands. I saw a list in his hand a mile long, he seemed like he was gonna be out most of the day.”
 
   “He did?” I pause, feeling a little confused. “I thought you said a moment ago that you haven't seen him for a while?”
 
   “I...” He frowns. “Well yeah, sure, I mean... Around here, when you don't see your neighbor in a couple of hours, that kinda feels like a long time, you know?” He forces a smile, once again baring those rotten teeth, and this time I notice that some of them are little more than strands of loose nerves, dangling down from yellow, misshapen gums. To my horror, I see that one of those loose nerves is caught between two of his lower teeth. The pain should be unbearable. “That's how life goes in a small town,” he continues with a grin. “I wouldn't get too worried, if I were you.”
 
   Staring at him, I can't shake the feeling that something's not quite right with this situation. A man with such serious dental decay should be in excruciating pain, yet he seems to have barely even noticed.
 
   “I really want to see Eli with my own two eyes,” I tell him cautiously. “You understand, right? It's been a long time since I came by this way, and the rest of the family are relying on me to check he's okay. It's been a year since anyone last came to see him.”
 
   “A year?” He frowns. “I don't... Has someone been to see him in the past year?”
 
   “My sister, and before that her husband came. They both said he seemed fine.”
 
   “Is that right?” he stares at me for a moment, as if he's genuinely puzzled by something. “Well,” he mutters, “isn't that a thing?” Another chuckle. “There's no need for a pretty young lady such as yourself to be hanging out in a dead town like Tulepa. I promise, I'll let Eli know you were here, and I'm one hundred per cent certain he's gonna be real grateful that you took time out of your day to come all this way.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “And I can assure you,” he adds, interrupting me, “that your uncle is fine. In fact, he's more than fine, he's probably the happiest, most active man in the whole town. That's really why you'd be wasting your time if you sat around trying to meet up with him. God knows when he'll be home next, the man keeps himself busy like nothing I've ever seen before. Sometimes he's even out all night. I don't have a clue where he goes, but I don't think that man has had a dull moment for years.”
 
   “Is that right?” I ask, staring at him for a moment. This guy's story seems to change every time he opens his mouth; one second my uncle's a quiet man who's barely ever seen around the place, the next he's a whirlwind of activity, the kind of man who's constantly spotted out and about. Turning back to look at the house again, I realize that there's no way I can leave without checking on him in person. He might not be the closest member of my family, but I could never forgive myself if I ducked out of my duty and then I found out something had happened to him. Besides, even though he has a reputation in the family for being cranky, I always liked him when I was a kid. He was always friendly, at least to me.
 
   “Leave now,” the old man says finally, “and you'll beat the traffic.”
 
   I turn back to him. “I can't go just yet,” I tell him. “I can't leave Tulepa until I've seen my uncle and made sure he's okay.”
 
   He sighs, and I can tell he's frustrated by my answer.
 
   “I thought none of you cared about him,” he says finally, with clear irritation in his voice. “That's the way he put it, anyway. He said none of you gives a damn, and he said he likes it that way. He said he doesn't want to be bothered by a bunch of do-gooders.”
 
   “Then I guess I'll have to prove him wrong,” I continue, bristling at yet another change in this guy's tone. “If you'll excuse me, I need to go try the door again, and then I guess I have to find somewhere to check in for the night.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, I head back toward the house. Even before I've knocked on the door, I can tell there won't be an answer, and when I glance over to the fence I see that the old guy is still watching me. I make my way to the nearest window and peer inside, but it's hard to make anything out and the place certainly doesn't seem as if someone's still living here. I take a step back and look at the upstairs windows, and then I sigh as I realize that I'm going to have to stick around in Tulepa for at least one night.
 
   There's no way I'm leaving town until I've seen my uncle in the flesh.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “I need to use the internet.”
 
   As soon as those words leave my mouth, I can see the resigned frustration in Mrs. Pemcoat's eyes. Sighing, she opens the top drawer in her desk and takes out the key, before slowly getting to her feet with such obvious discomfort that I swear I can hear her bones creaking. It's as if every movement, no matter how small, requires almost herculean effort.
 
   “You know,” she mutters, turning slowly and starting to shuffle around to join me, “just once, it would be nice if you came to the library to take out a book, Natalie. Isn't that what libraries are for?”
 
   “I've read all the books here,” I reply, glancing over at the three bookshelves over by the wall, and their meager selection of 50's adventure novels and out-of-date reference works. “Several times.”
 
   “You know,” she continues, leading me to the door in the corner, “you're the only person who ever comes to use the internet. If you ask me, the whole thing is unhealthy. Staring at a screen like that, trying to read from all those flashing lights. I wouldn't be surprised if Mayor Truman just decides to get rid of the whole thing soon. When the computer breaks, I wouldn't count on it getting replaced.”
 
   “I'm really sorry to disturb you,” I tell her, wincing as I hear more cracking sounds from her ankles. “If Mayor Truman could just get the phone company to install -”
 
   “I'm sure he's working on it. It's not his fault if those fat cats say it'd cost millions of dollars to set up the cables. Where's a town like Tulepa going to get that kind of money, huh? And what'd be the point? We managed just fine without the internet in the old days.”
 
   “If mobile phones worked properly here, I could get onto the internet that way,” I point out. “Sometimes I feel as if someone's deliberately trying to -”
 
   I catch myself just in time. I know Mrs. Pemcoat, like everyone else in town, doesn't like it when I start spouting these crazy theories, so I simply wait patiently as she unlocks the door, which finally swings open to reveal a gloomy little storeroom with a desk and an old computer at the far end. The last thing I want is to find out that Mayor Truman and his friend are curious about me again. I'd rather stay well under the radar.
 
   “Don't forget to give it time to warm up,” she reminds me, checking her watch. “And turn it off when you're done.”
 
   “Are you worried?” I ask, as she turns to shuffle back to her desk.
 
   “What in the world would I be worried about?” she asks.
 
   “It's almost ten. In two hours -”
 
   “Oh, give it a rest,” she sighs, not even looking back at me. She raises her left hand briefly, though, as if to signal that she wants not more of this talk. “People die sometimes, Natalie, that's just the way of the world. If you start looking for patterns, you'll end up going crazy. Now hurry up with that internet, if you really have to use it at all. When the machine's on for too long, I start getting a headache.”
 
   Ducking under the low doorway and slipping into the storeroom, I can help feeling as if I'm the only person who ever comes in here. The whole cupboard smells distinctly dusty, and when I hit the button on the front of the computer I have to wait a few seconds before it slowly starts up with the sound of whirring, rattling fans. I swear, I'd have thought we'd have better internet access by now, but it's almost as if the technology in these days is worse than it was ten years ago. I remember when I was a kid, mobile phones worked just fine in Tulepa and some people even had internet access in their homes. Then the 'problems' started, as Mayor Truman puts it, and everything has been grinding to a halt ever since. Every town hall meeting reports slow progress that never seems to get anywhere, and I feel certain that Tulepa is sliding even further behind the rest of the world.
 
   Finally, as I sit in the old, crooked swivel chair and set my camera down, the computer loads its home-screen, albeit with the sound of fans whirring more wildly than ever in the casing, and with the smell of burning dust in the air. I swear, one day this whole contraption is going to explode in my face.
 
   “You going to be much longer?” Mrs. Pemcoat calls through to me.
 
   “It's still turning on!” I reply.
 
   Hearing a sigh, I can't help but smile. Fortunately the computer seems to be settling now, so I double-click on the internet browser and wait while it thinks about loading. Feeling a twinge of pain in my belly, I let out a faint gasp; those cramps are coming back, rippling through my gut as if they're trying to warn me of something. They come once a month, almost like clockwork, and there's always a little blood too. It's as if my body has started going through some kind of cycle, and as the browser finally loads, I tell myself that this time I'm definitely going to find out what's happening with my body. After all, someone else on the internet must know what's wrong with me.
 
   PAINS IN BELLY, I type. FEMALE, FIFTEEN.
 
   I hit the 'enter' key and wait, and finally I get a 'no results found' page.
 
   FEMALE, SIXTEEN, I type, hoping it might make a difference.
 
   No results.
 
   BLOOD IN UNDERWEAR, I type, already starting to feel frustrated.
 
   This time, as I wait for the results page to load, I glance over my shoulder to make sure that Mrs. Pemcoat isn't watching. Turning back to the computer, I see that once again that my search has drawn a blank. It's almost as if I'm the only person who's ever had this problem, as if there's something wrong with me.
 
   Pausing, I realize it's time to try typing in the word I remember hearing many years ago, the word my parents told me didn't really exist.
 
   PUBERTY.
 
   I wait, and this time there's a single result from a web-page, and I click through to find the answer. To be honest, it's so rare for the search engine to actually find anything at all, I'm kind of surprised. It takes a moment for the page to load, but finally I'm presented with an entry on some kind of medical website:
 
    
 
   Puberty is a transitional stage between childhood and adulthood. Some small, unimportant body changes may occur. It's important to simply accept what happens, and not to discuss these changes with anyone. If your local town is lucky enough to have a doctor, you can ask him for advice, but other than that there's nothing to be done. All right-thinking people simply get on with their lives and refrain from asking too many questions about delicate or private matters. Smart girls deal with these things themselves, rather than troubling others.
 
    
 
   I read the entry through a couple of times, even though it's only a few sentences long. I was hoping for more information, although to be honest I guess I knew deep down that I wouldn't have much luck. I mean, Tulepa does have a doctor, but I've already tried talking to him about the pains in my belly and he dismissed my concerns as if I was some kind of irritating child. I even tried asking Mom, and she was the same. I guess I should just ignore my instincts and focus on other things.
 
   “Smart girls deal with these things themselves,” I whisper, reading from the screen, “rather than troubling others.” I lean back. “Really?”
 
   “Are you done yet?” Mrs. Pemcoat calls through.
 
   “Almost!”
 
   Clicking back to the search engine, I try typing in a few terms related to sudden death, especially anything connected to people dying at exactly midday. I know everyone around town tells me to stop worrying, but deep down I can't shake the feeling that somehow people shouldn't be dropping dead at the same time like this. I mean, there comes a moment when a girl has to trust her instincts instead of relying on things she's told by other people. Finding no results, I finally lean back again and sigh, staring at the screen as a sense of frustration starts to build. Sometimes, I feel as if the whole of the internet amounts to just a few hundred pages, all of which look more or less identical, all of which seems to be written in the same slightly casual tone, and none of which contains any useful information at all.
 
   “Natalie?” Mrs. Pemcoat says after a moment. “I'm getting one of my headaches! That machine has been on for too long!”
 
   “I'm finished,” I reply, hitting the button on the front of the computer to turn it off, before grabbing my camera and heading back out into the main part of the library. “Sorry,” I tell her, “I know I took longer than I should, I just...” Pausing for a moment, I look at Mrs. Pemcoat for a moment and realize that, even though she's an old woman now, she must have been young like me once, which means she might understand what I'm going through. After glancing around to make sure there's no-one else in the library, I head over to her and watch as she makes some notes on a form.
 
   “What do you want?” she sighs finally.
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Can I stop you?”
 
   “It's important. It's kind of... personal.”
 
   She looks up at me, and it's clear that she's skeptical.
 
   “When you were my age,” I continue, already feeling another twinge of pain in my gut, “did you ever... I mean, did you ever have pains?” I put a hand on my belly. “Like, here? About once a month? Sometimes with blood?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment, before looking at my belly with an expression of mild disgust.
 
   “Doctor Conyne told me it's normal,” I add, “but that I shouldn't ask about it. He said there's no need to know about the body's internal processes, that I should just let it do its thing, but... It really hurts, and I'm just worried that something might be wrong with me.”
 
   She continues to stare, before looking back down at her paperwork. “I'm sorry, Natalie,” she says curtly, “I have no idea what you're talking about.”
 
   “So you never had it happen to you?”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Oh,” I reply, genuinely surprised.
 
   “And I'm busy,” she adds, “so I'd appreciate it if you could let me get back to work. You've already disturbed me quite enough for one morning. These curriculum notes won't cross themselves out, you know.”
 
   I open my mouth to ask for more help, but I can tell I'm already pushing my luck.
 
   “Thanks for letting me use the internet,” I mutter, but she only murmurs in response, as if she doesn't want to risk getting involved in another conversation.
 
   I guess I can't blame her. I'm probably being very annoying.
 
   Heading out through the main door, I stop once I'm on the steps at the front of the building. There are a few people milling about in the town square, but for the most part Tulepa is its usual quiet self. Feeling another twinge of pain, I sit down for a moment, waiting for the sensation to pass. The pain builds for a couple of minutes, clawing at my gut until I have to lean forward in an attempt to find some respite. I'm already starting to sweat, and I can tell I'm bleeding again, but the pain finally passes and I sit up straight, taking slow, deep breaths.
 
   What's wrong with me? Am I dying?
 
   And then I see her again. The stranger, the woman I spotted earlier, has parked her car nearby and is heading toward the hotel. Getting to my feet, I take the lens cap off my camera and head down the steps. Investigating local mysteries is an excellent way to distract myself from the pains in my gut.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “It's fine,” I mutter into my phone as I look into the en-suite bathroom and see cracked tiles with some kind of mold on the edges. “It's not exactly luxury, but it'll do for tonight.”
 
   “You've over-thinking this,” Karen replies, her voice sounding choppy over the connection. “Come on, if something bad had happened to the old guy, you'd know by now. The police or the doctor would have been in touch, that's how things work. He's obviously just busy, which by the way is a great sign. Eli was damn near a hermit ten years ago. I was worried you'd call and tell me...” She pauses. “Well, you can guess. The fact that he's alive is more than we could have hoped for.”
 
   “I don't like the feeling here,” I mutter, switching off the bathroom light and then heading back through to the main room, where my bag is resting on the edge of the bed. The décor of this whole hotel is distinctly old-fashioned, with beige walls and brown furniture, and the phone by the bed is an old cradle model. Oh, and there's an ashtray, and the place stinks of cigarette smoke. “The guy I spoke to at Eli's house was beyond creepy, and I could tell he was covering something up.” I sigh, feeling as if I'm banging my head against a brick wall. “When you came to check on Eli last year, did he say anything about his neighbor, anything that seemed odd?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like maybe he was in some kind of trouble? I don't know, I just feel as if Eli's name seems to set people on edge. Did he tell you anything at all that made you worry?”
 
   In the background, I can hear my nephew Louis crying.
 
   “Karen?” I say after a moment. “Are you still there?”
 
   “Sure,” she replies, sounding flustered, “it's just...” There's a pause. “Damn it,” she mutters. “Holly, do we really have to do this now? I'm in the middle of changing a very poopy diaper.”
 
   “But how did Eli act when you saw him?” I ask, wandering over to the window and looking out at the parking lot. “Did he seem like he was becoming more active? Did he seem like he was getting out more, maybe even making friends?”
 
   “I really don't remember.”
 
   “Did he seem happy? Sad? Depressed?”
 
   “Holly -”
 
   “Hopeful?”
 
   She sighs.
 
   “You must have got some impression when you talked to him,” I continue, starting to feel as if she's being deliberately evasive. “Come on, Karen, I need some help here. I need to know what I'm dealing with.” I try opening the window to get the stink of smoke out of the room, but the frame appears to have been screwed into place. “What was Eli like when you came to check on him last year?”
 
   I watch as a man walks past the motel; he glances toward me and we briefly make eye contact, before he continues on his way. Slowly, a sense of concern is starting to churn in my gut, as if my instincts are trying to warn me about something. It's as if simply by coming to Tulepa and asking about my uncle, I've disturbed the whole town.
 
   “Karen?” I say finally, realizing that once again she's fallen silent. “You did come and check on Eli last year, didn't you?”
 
   “Do you have any idea how busy I've been?” she snaps.
 
   “Of course I do,” I reply. “You complain about it all the time, including when you laid that guilt-trip on me about visiting Eli.”
 
   “I have to look after the kids -”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And Scott's always busy at work.”
 
   “I know, but -”
 
   “Do you know the last time I actually had a spare moment?”
 
   “I appreciate that your life is very busy,” I tell her, “but I need to know what Eli was like when you saw him last year.”
 
   Another sigh on the other end of the line.
 
   I open my mouth to ask again, but suddenly there's a sense of doubt in my gut.
 
   “Karen,” I say cautiously, hoping that I'm wrong, “please tell me you came to check on Eli last year. You told me you came all the way to Tulepa, you moaned about it when you were guilt-tripping me into coming this time.”
 
   “Tulepa is such a long drive from here -”
 
   “Karen!”
 
   “I barely have time to breathe!”
 
   “I don't believe this!” I hiss, turning away from the window as I feel a flash of anger in my chest. “You didn't come, did you?”
 
   “Holly -”
 
   “You complained at length about the trip!”
 
   “You don't understand.”
 
   In the background, Louis is starting to cry again.
 
   “So it's been two years since anyone came to see how Eli's doing?” I ask incredulously. “No-one's been since Scott was here?” I wait for a reply, but I can hear Karen busying herself with something on the other end of the line and muttering to herself, playing the martyr again. “Karen,” I continue cautiously, as another realization hits me, “Scott came two years ago, didn't he?”
 
   Again, I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “You and Scott are supposed to have been doing this once a year for the past five years,” I point out, feeling an increasing sense of frustration in my gut. “We had a big family discussion and you two agreed! When was the last time you actually came and checked on Eli?”
 
   “Um...”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Well,” she says finally, sounding distinctly uncomfortable, “I know for a fact that Mom dropped by to see him six years ago and -”
 
   “Six years?” I reply, genuinely shocked. “No-one has been for six years?”
 
   “I don't have time!” she hisses. “Scott doesn't either! We're too busy to go driving off to Tulepa to check on some mad old uncle who was never even that close to us anyway! You don't understand, Holly. You're single, you don't have kids, you can afford to be selfish and just do whatever you want. You can afford to feel guilty about stuff like this.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter, turning and looking across the dingy motel room. “So all those times you moaned about the responsibility of checking up on Eli, you were lying through your teeth.”
 
   “I'm sure Eli's fine,” she replies, sounding distinctly annoyed.
 
   “Eli's missing!” I continue. “As in, I can't find him anywhere and his neighbor is acting really weird. And now apparently no-one in the family has seen him since six years ago!”
 
   “We've been getting Christmas cards from him.”
 
   “That doesn't prove anything,” I point out. “Anyone could have sent a bunch of cards.” Heading over to the bed, I sit down and then fall back, landing with my head on the hard, uneven pillow. For a moment, I stare up at the broken ceiling fan and try to make sense of the thoughts rushing through my head, but I can't shake the feeling that this whole situation is an unholy mess. “So uncle Eli's been all alone here,” I mutter finally, “and no-one from the family has been to see him for six years. He must have thought we don't care.”
 
   “We don't care,” Karen replies, and I swear I can hear her rolling her eyes. “Let's be honest, Holly, it's all a charade. Eli distanced himself from the family on purpose, he kept himself at arm's length and -”
 
   “Not on purpose!”
 
   “Yes on purpose!” she hisses, as Louis starts crying in the background. “Great, now he's started up,” she adds under her breath.,“are you happy? Eli's weird. There, I said it. He's a strange old man and frankly I'm glad I don't have to spend any time around him. All you have to do, Holly, is write a note, stick it in his mailbox to show him you were there, and get out of town. I mean, Jesus Christ, what do you think is going to happen if you come face to face with him? Is he gonna invite you in for tea? Imagine how awkward that would be!”
 
   “He's family!”
 
   “Barely!”
 
   “Karen...”
 
   “No-one cares about guys like Eli,” she continues, sounding more and more flustered. “You're just trying to make yourself feel like a better person by pretending to give a damn. Just because you thought Scott and I were checking on Eli, that doesn't mean you couldn't have gone too. Or would that have been too much effort?”
 
   I want to tell her to go to hell, but at the same time I know she's right. I should have made an effort to come. After all, I used to like Eli when I was a little girl, and I know Karen never felt the same way. Life has just been so busy over the past few years.
 
   “Eli's nothing to us,” she continues. “He never was, not really.”
 
   “He's family,” I say finally, with a hint of desperation in my voice. “That has to mean something.”
 
   “He's only family by blood,” she replies, sounding exhausted. “There's no real emotional connection.”
 
   “Karen -”
 
   “He's a freak!”
 
   Spotting a flash in the distance, I look over toward the far side of the parking lot and spot a figure ducking out of view. I swear I'm not being paranoid; some kid seems to be following me around town, taking photos. Staring at the window for a moment, I wait for her to come back into sight and a moment later I spot her face leaning around the corner, although she quickly slips out of view as soon as she realizes I've seen her. It's almost like I'm being tailed by a very bad, but very enthusiastic spy.
 
   “What the hell?” I mutter.
 
   “So you're getting out, right?” Karen asks. “Please, Holly, don't tell me you've suddenly decided to give a damn about Eli. I mean, come on, you're the last person who should be running off on some big family quest.”
 
   “Huh.” I stare at the corner for a few seconds, waiting to see the girl again, before realizing what Karen just said. “Wait, what?” I turn away from the window. “Why am I the last person who should care about Eli?”
 
   “You've never given much of a damn about family.”
 
   “I care a lot about family!”
 
   “Is that why you moved to New York, away from the rest of us?” she asks. “Is that why you don't want to start a family of your own?”
 
   “I never -” Taking a deep breath, I force myself to stay calm. “This isn't a conversation I want to have right now,” I tell her, “but I'm sure we'll pick it up at Thanksgiving, just like last year.”
 
   “Will Dean be coming?”
 
   “I told you, Dean and I broke up.”
 
   “For the thousandth time. Come on, Holly, you'll be back with him soon. You always take him in again when he crawls to your door.”
 
   Checking my watch, I see that it's almost midday, which means I should grab some lunch before I go find the police station. “If we're talking about family,” I tell her family, “then let me remind you that I'm not the one who lied for years about coming to check on Eli, and I'm not the one who thinks it's okay to just leave without making sure the poor old guy is at least still alive.”
 
   She says something in reply, but for a moment her voice is distorted by static before finally coming through clear again. “And that's sad, Holly. You've got nothing to prove.”
 
   “I'll call and let you know when I find him,” I mutter. “Maybe I'll even invite him to Thanksgiving this year.” Cutting the call before she has a chance to reply, I toss my phone onto the bed. Leaning back again, I take a deep breath and try to compose my thoughts. I hate the idea of going to the police station and reporting Eli missing, but I figure I should at least find out if they know what's happened to him. Picking up my phone and bag, I head to the door, while also making a mental note to try grabbing that kid with the camera so I can find out why the hell she keeps taking pictures of me.
 
   There are some weird people in this town, but all that matters is finding Eli. Six years is way too long to go without hearing from him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “Six minutes until showtime,” I mutter, checking my watch again. Glancing across the town square, I watch for a moment as a few of the locals mill about, and I try to guess which of them will be the latest to drop dead. After all, I'm convinced that someone is about to die.
 
   Someone always dies at noon in Tulepa.
 
   God, sometimes my life is so morbid.
 
   Spotting the strange woman emerging from the hotel's front door, I duck out of sight and listen to her footsteps heading across the parking lot. I think she almost saw me just now, when I was taking pictures of her at her window, but fortunately I ducked out of sight just in time so I figure she's not quite onto me yet. I'm not one to brag, but I think I'm pretty good at following people without being spotted. Leaning around the corner again, I see that she's already headed past her car and is over by the bank, and she's walking with purpose, as if she's going somewhere specific. After waiting a moment longer so that I'm far enough back, I hurry after her while keeping low so I can duck at any moment.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” a voice asks suddenly.
 
   Crouching behind a parked car, I watch as the woman heads into the police station, and then I turn to see that Jordan Swinton is watching me from nearby. He's leaning against a wall, chewing gum and grinning like a fool, almost as if he was waiting for me to show up. Either that, or he's been following me.
 
   “I'm investigating something,” I whisper, before realizing that I might as well speak at a normal level. “I'm investigating something,” I say again. “You wouldn't understand.”
 
   “I understand you're a freak.”
 
   “I understand you can go to hell,” I reply, turning to look over at the police station. What's that woman doing in there? What kind of business would a complete stranger have with the local police?
 
   “No idea.”
 
   “Do you know her name?”
 
   “Hell, no.”
 
   “Do you know anything about her at all?”
 
   “You think you're a real Nancy Drew, don't you?”
 
   “Nancy who?”
 
   “Why don't you just leave that woman alone?” he continues. “Seriously, Tatty, you need to find something better to do with your time.” He pauses, but I can tell he's watching me closely. “It's your birthday soon, isn't it?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So you're getting older, that's all. You're growing up.”
 
   “Wow,” I mutter under my breath, “you don't sound creepy at all.” Checking my watch, I see that there's now only four minutes until midday.
 
   “You still wondering who it's gonna be?” Jordan asks.
 
   “I thought you didn't believe in any of that.”
 
   “Come on, we both know it's true.”
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “You've changed your tune since earlier,” I point out.
 
   He shrugs.
 
   “So you think I'm right?”
 
   “Just between you and me,” he continues, “there's no way those deaths are a coincidence. I mean, I'm not an idiot, I can see that something's going on here. The only question is who's next. It could be anyone, right?” He looks across the town square. “Somewhere in Tulepa right now, someone is going about his or her business, completely oblivious to the fact that he or she is gonna drop dead in -” He checks his watch. “Three minutes and four seconds. That's kinda cool, don't you think? It's like there must be something in the air, or some other reason why it happens, but it does happen. Maybe God is looking down on this dumb little town, trying to decide which ant to squish next.” He smiles at me. “Maybe it'll be you, Tatty.”
 
   I swallow hard. “Maybe.”
 
   “Or someone you care about.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Or me.” He pauses, eying me with a faint smile. “What if I'm the one who drops dead? What if, in just under three minutes, I keel right over and land dead on the sidewalk next to you? How'd you like that?”
 
   I swallow again. “I don't want anyone to die.”
 
   “Well someone's gotta die, right?” He chuckles to himself. “Go on, guess. Take your best guess at who it'll be.”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Too sick for you?” he asks, before looking across the town square. “That's disappointing. I thought you had a stronger stomach.” He pauses for a moment, before sticking his hands in his pockets as he wanders past me, and then stopping next to the nearest parked car. For a moment, he seems to be surveying the scene, as if he thinks he can somehow sense who'll be the next victim. “Okay,” he says finally, “I think I've got a good enough idea who's gonna be next.” He turns to me. “The question is, if I get it right, what do I win?”
 
   “Why would you win anything?” I ask, slightly disturbed by his attitude.
 
   “I think I should get a reward if I pick the right person. It'd be a hell of a thing, don't you think?” He steps closer to me. “Hey, I think I've got an idea. If I guess right, you have to come meet me tonight, at midnight, somewhere fun, like the cemetery or...” He pauses. “No, the cemetery's too cliched. If I'm right, meet me outside Eli Denton's house. You know the place I mean, right?”
 
   “No way.”
 
   He smiles. “Why not?”
 
   I fumble with my camera's strap for a moment, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. “I don't want to make stupid bets about who's gonna die,” I tell him. “It's not right.”
 
   “It's just a game,” he replies. “It's not like my guess is actually gonna make it come true, is it? I mean, that'd make me, like, psychic or something.”
 
   I glance over at the police station, still wondering what the strange woman is doing in there.
 
   “Alfred Packer,” Jordan says suddenly.
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “That's who I think is gonna die in...” He checks his watch again. “Ooh, fifty-eight seconds. That's not long, is it? I wonder how old Alfred is doing right now? I'd sure love to see.”
 
   “I don't -” Before I can finish, I spot the door to the convenience store opening, and as if on cue Alfred steps out. Stopping in the doorway for a moment, he seems to be taking a moment to watch the town square. It's almost as if he's come out purely so we can see him.
 
   “Does that look like a man who's about to die?” Jordan asks, putting a hand on my shoulder before I pull away. “He looks healthy enough for an old guy, right? Then again, why's he just standing there, watching the town? Maybe he feels weird, maybe he's sensed it's coming on? It's kinda hard to tell from here, but do you think he's starting to look kinda pale? Can someone really drop dead suddenly, or would they have to at least feel a few twinges first?”
 
   “Jordan...”
 
   “Scared to look? Scared you might see death in his eyes?”
 
   I want to tell him to go to hell, but I know he's challenging me and I also know I can't afford to back down. He thinks I'm just some dumb kid.
 
   “Dare you,” he adds with a smile.
 
   Raising my camera, I zoom in on Alfred and see that his expression seems normal. Well, as normal as any expression looks, at least, especially in a town like Tulepa where all the adults are a little glassy-eyed. I take a couple of pictures anyway, but so far nothing seems out of the ordinary apart from the fact that he's just standing there, watching people coming and going across the town square. For all I know, he might do the same thing every day, although to be honest I've never noticed him standing like that before. A moment later, however, he turns and suddenly looks straight toward me with such intensity that I feel a shiver pass through my body. I take a couple more photos, as many as I dare, and then I lower my camera just as he turns and heads back into the store. I raise the camera again, just to take a shot of the back of Alfred's head, but suddenly Jordan leans in front of the lens, huge and out of focus as he grins at me.
 
   “What do you think?” he asks as I lower the camera. “Did that look like a guy who's about to die in...” He checks his watch. “Now? It's noon, and we both know what happens in Tulepa at noon every day.” He turns and looks toward the convenience store. “Do you think he's dying in there right now, clutching his chest and flailing around while his eyes roll back in his head? Wanna come with me and take a look?”
 
   “I'm not saying someone isn't going to die,” I reply cautiously, trying not to sound like I'm chicken, “but there's no way you can guess who it'll be.”
 
   “Then let's go see.”
 
   Realizing that he's just trying to play me, that this is some dumb attempt to get me to agree to meet him tonight, I place the cap back on my camera. I'm stalling, trying to think of a good excuse to get out of the situation.
 
   “I don't have time to play games,” I tell him finally, trying as hard as I can to sound like I'm not fazed by the way he keeps digging at me. “Believe it or not, some people actually have things to do instead of hanging out on street corners bugging anyone who walks past.”
 
   “Fine,” he replies, “if you wanna be a pussy, go ahead. But if it turns out that Alfred Packer is the one who drops dead today, you have to meet me outside Eli Denton's house at midnight. Deal?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “I don't get a reward for my brilliance?” he asks.
 
   “I'm not betting on a man's life!”
 
   “Then bet on whether or not I'm a genius.”
 
   “No deal,” I mutter, hurrying away. Figuring I should find a new spot that'll allow me to watch the police station, ready for when that woman comes out, I can't help glancing toward the convenience store. I know there's no way Jordan could have guessed who'll die next, but I still feel a little freaked out by the fact that he tried. Crouching down, I keep my eyes fixed on the police station's front door and I try to force myself to think about the task at hand. Maybe I'm blowing things out of proportion, but I can't shake the feeling that the strange woman is here for some specific reason. After all, she's the first stranger I've seen in Tulepa since...
 
   Well, since forever.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “And I'm telling you,” he replies with a sigh, “that you don't have any grounds to report your uncle missing!”
 
   “Then where is he?” I ask.
 
   “Beats me.” Getting up from behind his desk, Captain Lucas heads over to the counter on the other side of the room. “I don't keep tabs on everyone who lives in Tulepa, but from what you've said, it sounds like you and your family barely know your uncle at all. If you've dropped into town unannounced and he's not at home, that doesn't mean he's missing, it just means he's got a life! Or would you prefer it if he sat around all day, just in case someone showed up?”
 
   “It's not like that,” I reply, trying hard to keep my cool with this asshole. I swear, he doesn't even talk like a cop at all; if it wasn't for his badge, I'd be starting to think he's just some local who happened to wander in here before I arrived. “I don't understand why you're not taking this more seriously.”
 
   “He's not a puppy,” he replies. “You can't tell him to stay and then expect him to be in the same place a few years later.”
 
   “So you haven't heard anything about him at all?”
 
   “Such as?” He pours himself a coffee and conspicuously fails to offer one to me.
 
   “Have you at least seen him about?”
 
   He sighs again. “I've bumped into him occasionally,” he mutters, sounding as if he's tired of my questions. So tired, perhaps, that he'd even lie to get me out the door. “I can't tell you when, because I don't happen to remember, but until you walked in here a few minutes ago, no-one had mentioned Eli Denton to me in a long, long time.” He checks his watch, and for a moment he seems lost in thought. Whispering something under his breath, he turns his back to me and pauses for a few seconds, before heading to a nearby door. “Now excuse me for a moment, won't you?”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “I have things to do,” he says firmly.
 
   “I'm not leaving this room until you take this seriously.”
 
   “Then wait here,” he says with another sigh, as if his irritation is about to bubble over. “Just... I'll deal with your concerns in a moment, but I have to do something first.”
 
   Left alone, I look around at the bare walls and try to think of something else I can do to help Eli. I know there's a chance that I'm overreacting, and I really hope that's all it is, but at the same time I can't shake the feeling that something is very wrong here. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I bring up Karen's number and try to call her, only to find that the static disruption from earlier seems much worse now and I can't get a connection at all. I try a couple more times, with the same result.
 
   “Great,” I mutter. “Looks like I'm cut off from the rest of the world.”
 
   Checking the time, I see that it's 12:03pm. I've already spent three hours looking for Eli and I'm no closer to finding him.
 
   A couple of minutes later, with Captain Lucas having still not coming back from the other room, I make my way over to the door and look through. I know I shouldn't bug him, but I figure the guy seems to be deliberately wasting my time, as if he's hoping I'll just give up and leave. To my surprise, however, I find that he's standing by the window with his hands resting against the wall, and he seems to have just stopped doing anything at all, almost like he's been switched off. I wait, assuming he'll hear me and turn this way, but after a few seconds I realize that his body looks to be trembling slightly.
 
   Hoping to get his attention, I clear my throat.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Um...” I pause for a moment, feeling a little uncomfortable. “Sorry to disturb you, but I was wondering if you know why the phone signal around here is so bad?”
 
   No reply.
 
   “I can't pick up any wireless connections either,” I continue. “What's the best way to get a call out of town?”
 
   I wait again.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Are you blanking me?” I ask incredulously, but he still doesn't reply. It's almost as if he thinks he can just ignore me completely and I'll go away. “I don't have time for this,” I tell him finally, “so I'm gonna go find my uncle, okay? And I don't know who I have to complain to about the way you run this place, but I promise you I'll find out and make sure you're disciplined. Got it?”
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “This goddamn town...” I mutter, turning and heading back across the office, heading to the main door. Just as I'm about to go out, I stop and sort through my bag, and a moment later I hear footsteps nearby.
 
   “Ms. Denton?”
 
   Turning, I see that Lucas is watching me from the doorway.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he says, sounding a little flustered but with a faint smile on his face, “I must have zoned out. What did you ask?”
 
   “Zoned out?” I reply, shocked by his attitude. “You downright ignored me.”
 
   “I didn't, I'm sorry...” He pauses. “There's nothing I can do unless your uncle has been missing for twenty-four hours, so my recommendation would be for you to keep looking and then if you haven't found him by lunchtime tomorrow, come back and we'll see what we can do.”
 
   “Do you have any idea where I should start looking?” I ask.
 
   “Not a clue.” He smiles. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”
 
   “Actually, I have a question about the phones,” I reply cautiously, holding mine up for him to see. “It seems to have stopped working, and I tried a payphone at the hotel but it would only connect local calls. I really need to get in touch with my sister and let her know what's happening.”
 
   “Huh.” He pauses. “Oh, well yeah, that's how it is around here, I'm afraid. Something to do with the mountains and the weather, we have regular periods when it's real hard to get in touch with the outside world.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Is that so weird?”
 
   “Well...” I pause for a moment. “I mean, it's the twenty-first century so... Yeah, it's kind of odd.”
 
   “I'm not a technical man, Ms. Denton,” he replies, “so I just rely on what I'm told by people who understand that kind of thing. Mayor Truman has been working on some kind of deal with the companies involved, but we just don't have the money to make them care, not here in little old Tulepa. I'm sure if you wait a little while, though, your fancy cellphone will start working just fine. Of course, you could also just head on your way and I'm certain your phone'll be fine once you're out of town. Nine or ten miles should do it.”
 
   “I can't leave until I know my uncle is safe,” I say firmly. “Why does everyone seem to think I can walk away without seeing him?”
 
   “Because you can?” he replies, raising an amused eyebrow. “Do you really have to start caring right now? Seriously?”
 
   “Whatever happened in the past,” I reply, “I'm here today, so that's what matters. And I will see him.”
 
   “Here's the thing,” he continues, coming over to me and then stepping past, heading to his desk. “Why don't you just leave me your number? I'll get Eli to call you as soon as he shows up, I swear. And he will show up, I guarantee it. Give him a day or two and he'll stroll right into town as if nothing much has been happening at all.” He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to accept his offer, and then finally he sighs again. “Why do you even care, anyway? Everyone knows your family doesn't give a damn about Eli.”
 
   “That's not true,” I reply, surprised by how direct he's being. “Of course we care about him -”
 
   “Then why didn't any of you ever come to see him?”
 
   “Because -”
 
   “He told me, you know,” he adds, interrupting me. “He told me one time how you all just forgot about him, how you left him here to rot because you all think he's the weird member of the family. That's right, isn't it? Old Eli's the freak, the weirdo... If you ask me, the way you all treated him is disgraceful.”
 
   “You don't -”
 
   “And I doubt you can make it up to him now,” he adds firmly. “It's too late.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but to be honest I'm not quite sure how I'm supposed to defend myself. He's right, at least in part.
 
   “I guess old Eli can be a tricky customer sometimes,” Lucas continues. “I guess he doesn't quite fit in with the rest of your family, he's not easy to get along with and he doesn't dish out bland smalltalk. Not everyone can be like you fast-talking, fast-thinking folk who sit around acting like you're all so smart. Well, maybe Eli's smarter than you realized, huh?” He pauses. “So you all just dumped him and paid no attention, even though he always sent Christmas cards to each of you. How long's it been since anyone came by to see how he's doing? Five years, maybe? More?”
 
   “There was a mis-communication,” I stammer. “We each thought someone else was coming to -”
 
   “Like a duty?” he asks, interrupting me again as his anger grows. “Like a job that no-one wanted to do? And now one of you finally bothers to come, and you immediately start throwing a panic attack just because poor old Eli isn't right where you left him. Seems to me, you're just looking for him so you can make yourself feel like a good person.” He pauses. “Even if you're not.”
 
   I flinch at that description. Not just because it hurts, but because deep down I know that he's getting at the truth.
 
   “I'm here now,” I say finally, forcing myself to stay calm, “and I can't go back and fix how things were before, but I can at least make sure I check on him today. No matter how hard anyone tries to persuade me otherwise, I'm staying in Tulepa until I see Eli for myself. I have to -”
 
   Suddenly the door bursts open and a woman steps in, her face filled with panic. “Captain Lucas!” she stammers, ignoring me completely. “You've gotta come! It's happened again!”
 
   He immediately checks his watch, before grabbing his coat. “Who is it this time?”
 
   “I just went into the convenience store and found him,” she replies. “It's Alfred Packer. I think he's dead!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I can't be sure of the cause,” Doctor Conyne says as he pulls a sheet over the old man's face, “but right now, if I had to make a guess, I'd say...” He pauses, staring at the body as if he expects the answer to leap out at him. “I'm gonna say this was an old-fashioned heart attack.”
 
   “Well, that's too bad,” Lucas mutters, removing his cap and setting it on the counter. “I remember Packer from way back, he was a good man. He'll be a real loss to the community. Didn't have any kids, either, so I don't know who'll take over the store. Still, I'm sure we'll come up with something.”
 
   “I was in here earlier,” I tell him. “I talked to Mr. Packer, he seemed absolutely fine.”
 
   “He seemed fine?” Lucas asks with a smile. “Well, that's a real useful observation, Ms. Denton. I'll make sure to add it to my report.” He grabs his notebooks and writes something down. “A stranger passing through town,” he says after a moment, reading each word as it's written, “opined that the deceased seemed fine earlier.”
 
   “I'm a doctor,” I reply firmly. “Believe it or not, subtle signs can show up before a heart attack strikes.”
 
   “That's the way of it sometimes,” the doctor replies, already starting to close his medical bag. “He could have been feeling fit as a goose right up until a few seconds before it started, and then he was gone. God bless his soul.” Getting to his feet, he makes his way over to Lucas. “I'll take a proper look at him this afternoon, of course, but I don't expect to find anything particularly surprising. Alfred mentioned chest pains to me a few months back, it seemed to be nothing but I guess his heart might have been playing up for a while.”
 
   “Might have been playing up?” I ask, shocked by his attitude. “What are you talking about? An elderly man came to you reporting chest pains. Didn't you run any tests?”
 
   “I listened to his ticker, but -”
 
   “Don't give me that,” I mutter, pulling out my purse and then holding up my I.D. for them both to see. “I'm a doctor, I work at Grove Carrington Hospital in New York and I want to come in on the autopsy with you.”
 
   “Autopsy?” Doctor Conyne sighs. “Listen, young lady, it's perfectly clear to me that this man died of a heart attack. There's no need to go cutting him up. It's not respectful, not unless it's absolutely necessary.”
 
   “Please tell me you're joking,” I reply.
 
   “Looks like a heart attack to me,” Lucas mutters, adjusting his belt before turning to me. “Around here, we don't go cutting people up unless there's a reason.”
 
   Pausing for a moment, I realize that these guys seem to be making a point of not doing their jobs. At the same time, there's no way I'm going to let them fob me off, so I guess I need to be forceful.
 
   “I've seen the level of healthcare people receive in this town,” I tell Conyne. “Broken fingers left untreated, rotten teeth... It's almost like these people don't have a doctor!”
 
   “I'll try not to take offense,” he mutters.
 
   “Either I come and assist with a full autopsy,” I continue, “or I'll go straight to my car, drive to the next town, and let them know that the police force in Tulepa doesn't seem interested in carrying out its legal duties.” I pause for a moment, hoping they'd don't call my bluff; after all, I know I'm overstepping my authority here, but at the same time I feel as if maybe I can make a nuisance of myself and force them to help me find Eli. “I'm not saying anything suspicious is going on,” I continue, “but I want this man's death to be investigated properly.”
 
   “Jesus,” Lucas mutters. “Ms. Denton, you can't -”
 
   “Actually I have an obligation,” I reply, interrupting him. “By law, if I suspect a death isn't being investigated, I have to intervene and ensure that proper procedure is followed. If I don't, I could go to jail.” That's a lie, of course, but I still figure it might help me to get their cooperation. Plus, there's no way a blatant lie like that should work, not if either of them are competent at their jobs.
 
   “How about 3pm?” Conyne asks, clearly annoyed. “Ordinarily I'd be the one performing the procedure, but on this occasion I'm willing to take a step back. If that's really something you want.”
 
   “I'm happy to observe.”
 
   For some reason, this suggestion seems to make him a little twitchy. “No, you can take full control. I'll just watch from the sidelines, so to speak.”
 
   “Fine,” I reply, realizing that it's too late to back out now. “I'll come to your office a little before three, so we can talk over the case before we get started.”
 
   “This all seems very unnecessary,” Lucas mutters, looking back down at the body on the floor. “A lot of trouble-making, if you ask me.”
 
   “Then maybe you can think again about my uncle,” I reply, still hoping to use the situation to my advantage. “The longer I have to wait to see that he's okay, the more chance there is that I'll be a pain in the ass.” Feeling as if my pulse is racing, I turn and head toward the door, before glancing back at them. “All I care about is my uncle, and I want to make sure he's okay. Still, while I'm here, I might as well be useful.” I turn to Conyne. “See you at three.”
 
   By the time I'm outside the convenience store, I feel as if my heart might be about to explode. I've never, ever made a stand like that before, but those two guys were really starting to bug me with the way they acted like everything was fine. I can't shake the feeling that they know something about Eli that they're not letting on, so hopefully I can shake them out of their little routine and force them to open up. That Conyne guy was definitely way too quick to write off the store owner's cause of death, so I figure maybe they'd rather help me find Eli instead of having me poking around. Heading toward the hotel, I tell myself that everything is going to be fine so long as I just stay calm.
 
   And that's when I realize that I'm being followed.
 
   Turning, I see a figure ducking down behind a nearby parked car. I pause for a moment, before heading to the street corner and making my way a few steps out of sight, and then I turn and wait.
 
   One.
 
   Two...
 
   A couple of seconds later, a teenage girl barrels around the corner and almost runs straight into me, with a camera clutched in her hands. When we come face to face, she stops and freezes for a moment with panic in her eyes.
 
   “Why are you following me?” I ask.
 
   She takes a step back. “I'm not following anyone,” she stammers, fumbling to put the lens cap back on her camera. “I was just going this way.”
 
   “You've been taking photos.”
 
   She shakes her head. “No, I was -” Before she can finish, she lets out a gasp and puts a hand on her belly.
 
   “Are you in pain?” I ask.
 
   “No,” she hisses, turning to hurry away, “I just -” She gasps again, and this time she has to lean against a nearby car. She's muttering something under her breath, too, as if she's trying to will herself to get going.
 
   “I'm a doctor,” I tell her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Why don't you let me see what's wrong? And while I'm doing that, you can tell me why you've spent most of the morning following me around town.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “Seriously?” Holly asks, coming back through from the hotel bathroom with a damp towel in her hands. “Did no-one ever tell you about cramps before?”
 
   “I just thought something was wrong,” I mutter, watching as she places the warm towel on my bare belly. I'm starting to feel really, really dumb, as if I'm just a child. “Like, indigestion or something.”
 
   “Some people get strong period pains,” she continues. “Were you not told about this sort of thing at school?”
 
   I shake my head. Already, the towel is helping a little.
 
   “What about your parents? Your friends?”
 
   “No-one likes to talk about that stuff,” I tell her, too embarrassed to meet her gaze. “I tried a few times, but it's like... We're always told to keep things to ourselves.”
 
   “Still...” She sits next to me on the bed, and I can tell she's concerned. “I know people in small towns can be a little reserved about some things, but I can't believe there was no-one in Tulepa you could ask. What about the doctor?”
 
   “I went to see him,” I reply, “but... He told me I'd probably eaten something bad, and that it's best not to talk about things that happen inside our bodies. He listened to my belly with a stethoscope but he said nothing seemed wrong. He said maybe I should stop drinking dairy.”
 
   Turning to her, I can see the shock in her eyes.
 
   “What?” I ask, feeling more embarrassed than ever. “Was he wrong?”
 
   “He wasn't just wrong,” she continues, “he was completely incompetent. There's no way a doctor should have sent a teenaged girl away with garbage advice like that. This whole town is insane.”
 
   “Mom's advice was pretty much the same.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Something isn't right here. There's no way everyone in town should have been so quick to ignore the fact that you were getting your first periods. Every women in Tulepa has been through exactly the same thing, so why weren't any of them willing to talk to you about it?”
 
   “There's kind of a small-town mentality,” I point out.
 
   “Not to this extent. I don't buy that for a moment.”
 
   “I tried looking on the internet,” I continue, “but I only found one page, and it said to deal with the problem myself. To be honest, it said pretty much the same thing as Doctor Conyne. It even kind of phrased it the same way.”
 
   He frowns. “You looked online and that's all you found?”
 
   “Should it have said more?” I ask cautiously, starting to feel as if she thinks I'm a complete idiot. Then again, I don't blame her.
 
   Pulling a phone from her pocket, she starts tapping on the screen.
 
   “Can you type on that thing just by touching?” I ask, shocked to see the display changing.
 
   “You've never used a smart-phone before?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “This place...” She pauses, before continuing to type something into the phone. “It's one thing for a town to be a little behind the times, but this is something else. This place is completely crazy.” She sighs, before setting the phone down. “No connection. I swear, Tulepa is so closed-off, it's almost as if someone is deliberately keeping you all separated from the rest of the world.” She looks down at the warm towel on my belly. “Is that helping?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “And you at least have sanitary towels, right?”
 
   “I... I have towels,” I reply cautiously.
 
   Reaching over to her bag, she pulls out a small cardboard box containing what look like little pads in wrappers. “Please,” she says after a moment, “tell me that you know what these are?”
 
   Staring at the box, I genuinely have no idea. In fact, I feel so ignorant right now, I want to cry.
 
   “So let me get this straight,” she continues. “Tulepa is a town with no cellphone coverage and apparently no real internet connection. The local doctor refuses to discuss your period with you, and your Mom and your friends are the same. And every day at noon, someone drops dead and the town's only police officer insists that it's a coincidence?”
 
   “I can't believe it was Alfred Packer,” I mutter, looking over at the window. “Jordan was right.”
 
   “Who's Jordan?”
 
   “This guy I know,” I reply, turning back to her. “He's a real jerk, but he bet me he could guess who'd die today and he was right.” Sighing, I realize that from Holly's point of view, everything in Tulepa probably seems completely bizarre. “I guess he'll be waiting for me at old Eli's house tonight. There's no way I'm going, though. I know people like Jordan Swinton are only interested in one thing, he'd probably just -”
 
   “Eli's house?” she asks, interrupting me. “Do you mean Eli Denton?”
 
   “Have you heard of him?”
 
   “He's my uncle,” she replies. “That's why I'm here, I'm trying to find him so I can check he's okay. Do you know him?”
 
   I shake my head. “Not him. Just his house.”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Everyone knows Eli's house is weird,” I continue. “Sorry, I didn't mean to be rude about your uncle, but... Everyone at school talks about how there's something wrong with that house, like there's something in there that doesn't want to be seen.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she asks. “My uncle lives there, that's all. It's a perfectly normal house.”
 
   “Except no-one's seen him for years.”
 
   “No-one?”
 
   “It's like this dare thing,” I continue, realizing that she's really worried now. “It's dumb, but we always talk about it at school. Everyone dares everyone else to go and touch the front door of that house, but most people are too scared. It's one of the tricks Jordan Swinton uses to get girls alone at night, he takes them to Eli's house and...” I pause for a moment. “Sometimes I feel like they're not quite the same when they get back.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like, he took Brittany Lawrence there a little while back, and ever since... I don't know how to explain it, but the next day she was different somehow. More like Jordan, more like everyone else. That's what happens around here, people go to Eli Denton's house and they don't come back the same. Jordan wants me to go there with him tonight, but there's no way I'm doing that, not in a million years. I'm dumb sometimes, but I'm not completely stupid.”
 
   “So kids are playing around with my uncle's house?” Holly asks, clearly worried. “Do any of them ever say that they've seen him?”
 
   “Not that I've heard.”
 
   “Oh God,” she whispers, putting her head in her hands for a moment. “Something's really wrong, isn't it? My uncle's become some kind of boogeyman that no-one ever sees!”
 
   “He might still be okay in there,” I tell her, hoping to put her mind at ease. “I mean, it's possible, right? Like, he's become a hermit or something?”
 
   “Nothing makes sense,” she replies, getting to her feet and heading over to the window. “I feel like this whole town is running to its own rules.”
 
   I wait for her to continue, but she seems lost in thought as she stares out at the parking lot.
 
   “I'm sorry I was following you and taking photos,” I say after a moment. “I didn't mean to freak you out, it's just that I was investigating the weird deaths and then I saw you, and strangers usually never come to Tulepa so I thought you were worth checking out. I can delete all the photos, I'm using my Mom's old digital camera so it's not a problem.”
 
   “I don't care about photos,” she replies, turning to me. “I care about finding my uncle, and I feel like everyone's trying to get me to forget about him and leave town without any answers.”
 
   “Not me,” I point out. “I don't think you should do that.”
 
   “So what do you think I should do? I tried the police, but Captain Lucas clearly has no intention of helping.”
 
   “He's a jerk,” I reply. “I mean... Well, yeah, he's a jerk.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” She sighs. “I even tried forcing the issue with him and Doctor Conyne, but that didn't work either. They called my bluff.”
 
   I pause, genuinely not sure how to answer. “I mean,” I continue finally, “I guess the first thing to do is to go take another look at his house. Your uncle might be in there, maybe he just doesn't like answering the door.” As those words leave my mouth, however, I can already tell how feeble they sound. “There's no point asking the police to do anything,” I continue, “not around Tulepa. The only thing John Lucas cares about is scheduling his nap-time so he doesn't get interrupted. Seriously, I swear half the adults in this town spend most of the day asleep. I'm not even exaggerating, either. If they don't hear you coming, it's like...”
 
   My voice trails off for a moment as I try to think of the best description.
 
   “Even my parents,” I add. “It's like, if I'm at home and they don't hear me coming, if I go down the stairs without making much noise or something, I usually find they're just sitting around, completely still, almost as if they've switched off. And then when I get their attention, it takes a few seconds before they're themselves again.”
 
   “Like they've been sleeping?”
 
   I shake my head. “Their eyes are open, I just... I looked online to see if it's normal, if it's just something that happens to everyone, but I couldn't find anything. They're weren't like it before, when I was a kid, but now I'm older...” I pause again, figuring that I might finally have found someone who can help me make sense of this crazy town. “This is gonna make me sound totally nuts,” I continue, “but I swear, everyone seems totally normal until they get to their mid or late teens, and then they start acting weird.”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “Like something's just changed in them. It hits some people early, like when they're fourteen or something, and some people change later, more like eighteen, nineteen. I'm sixteen, so I'm kinda worried it's gonna happen to me at some point. I thought maybe the pains in my belly were linked to it all.”
 
   “The pains in your belly are a normal part of growing up,” she replies. “You really don't need to worry about them. Still...” She pauses. “From what you're saying, it almost sounds like something happens to people when they hit puberty. It's been a long time since I was last in Tulepa, but I'm sure I'd have remembered if the place was this weird. Are you sure no-one has come to look into the deaths you mentioned? I can't believe people drop dead at the same time each day, and it's not being treated as a big deal.”
 
   “Doctor Conyne just says it's natural causes each time,” I reply.
 
   “And you believe that?”
 
   “I don't, but... I think most other people do.”
 
   “And no-one ever visits from out of town?”
 
   “I don't think so. I'd never seen anyone, not until you showed up.”
 
   “That's pretty weird, don't you think?” she asks. “A whole town can't be cut off like this.” She checks her phone again. “Still no signal. I'm starting to think I should drive to the next town along and get help. Whatever's going on here, I think it might be a little bigger than just my missing uncle.”
 
   “Now you're making it sound like something really bad is happening,” I tell her.
 
   “I'm starting to worry that it is.” Getting to her feet, she heads over to the dresser and grabs her purse. “I have to find out if he's in that house,” she continues. “I don't suppose you happen to know how to pick locks, do you?”
 
   “No,” I reply, “but...” I pause, finally feeling as if I might be useful. “I know how to pick windows.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “Wait!” I hiss, but it's too late.
 
   As soon as her elbow hits the towel placed against the window's lower left corner, the glass cracks and starts to fall forward, only for Tatty to reach out and hold it up before it can smash.
 
   “See?” she says with a nervous, but slightly proud smile. “I told you I could pick a window.”
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, feeling mildly as if I'm on the verge of a heart attack. Glancing back across the garden, I'm relieved to see that there's no sign of anyone nearby; when I turn back to look at the window, I find that Tatty already has a sizable piece of glass out, and to her credit she's managed to do all of this without making much noise at all. She might seem somewhat shielded and innocent, but she's also smart.
 
   “Relax,” she continues, knocking out another section of glass until finally there's a decent gap. “It's your uncle's house, right? So it's not like he's going to go nuts. Sometimes, breaking and entering is the best way to show that you care.”
 
   “I guess there's that,” I reply, watching as she starts crawling through the gap. It takes just a few seconds for her to squirrel her way through, with her feet finally disappearing from view. A moment later, there's a bump on the other side as she lands on the floor. “I won't fit through this,” I whisper.
 
   “No need.”
 
   I hear footsteps inside, and a moment later there's a click nearby as the front door is unlocked and swings open, revealing Tatty's smiling face.
 
   “You don't wanna know how I learned stuff like this,” she explains, clearly pleased with herself as she takes a step back. “Let's just say a misspent youth was involved, along with lots of time alone and the discovery of an abandoned warehouse out on the far side of town. I knew this kinda stuff'd come in handy eventually.” She pauses. “Does that make me sound weird?”
 
   “You're a teenaged girl,” I reply. “Breaking the rules is kind of expected.”
 
   After checking once more that no-one is nearby, I step through the doorway and immediately notice a fusty smell in the house, as if the air hasn't been disturbed for a while. Making my way over to the nearest door, I look through to the kitchen and see that it's surprisingly neat, with no sign that anyone has been in here recently. In fact, as I head over to the counter, I can't help noticing that all the furniture and devices seem to be exactly the same as I remember from the last time I was here, as if Eli hasn't updated anything. When I place a fingertip against the counter, I manage to wipe away a thick layer of dust. Eli was always a little careless, but he wasn't downright slovenly. It's clear he hasn't been up and about for a long time.
 
   Looking up at the ceiling, I realize with a heavy heart that he might be dead somewhere in the house.
 
   “Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” Tatty asks.
 
   “Don't say it,” I reply, making my way past her and looking through into the front room, only to see that Eli's favorite armchair is still in place, still with the dent from where he used to sit watching TV all day. Spotting a newspaper resting on the table, I head over and pick it up. “This is five years old,” I continue, before setting it down and looking around the gloomy room again. “There's no way anyone has been in here for a while.”
 
   “Should we look upstairs?” Tatty asks, with fear in her voice.
 
   “I'll go,” I tell her, heading back to the hallway. “You can stay down here.”
 
   “It's not that I'm scared,” she replies, “it's just, I've never seen a -” She stops suddenly, but it's clear what she was about to say. “Well, you know...”
 
   The stairs creak as I make my way up, and with every step I feel more and more certain that I'm going to find Eli's corpse somewhere, most likely in bed. The thought of him dying here, alone and neglected, and not being found is too much to bear, but I have to find out one way or the other. When I get to the top of the stairs, I instinctively reach out and flick the switch on the wall, only for the light above to flicker into life.
 
   “Huh,” I mutter. “Someone's been paying the bills, at least.” I wait for a moment, chilled by the silence. “Eli?” I call out finally. “Is anyone home? It's Holly, your niece. I came to see if you're okay.”
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   Looking back down toward Tatty, I can see from the look in her eyes that she knows this isn't going to end well.
 
   “I'll check the bedroom,” I tell her, before heading to the nearest door. I hesitate for a moment, trying to steel myself against what feels like the inevitable discovery, and then finally I push the door open until the bed comes into view.
 
   Empty.
 
   Just a few sheets, left ruffled and unmade by whoever was in here last.
 
   I feel an instant wave of relief washing over my body, although this is immediately tempered by the realization that if he isn't in bed, he has to be somewhere else. Stepping into the room, I glance around, but there's no sign of anyone and when I go to look at his desk, I find nothing to suggest where he might have gone. I open a nearby wardrobe and find it filled with the same old brown clothes Eli used to wear, so it definitely doesn't seem like he packed before he left.
 
   “Damn you, Karen,” I mutter, “why couldn't you just have checked on him?”
 
   “Did you find anything?” Tatty calls up.
 
   “Not yet,” I reply, before heading back out and making my way to the bathroom door. If Eli didn't die in his sleep, I guess there's a chance he might have fallen in the shower. When I push the door open, however, there's once again no sign of anyone, although one of the faucets has been left slightly open, with water dribbling into the sink. I make my way over and turn it off, before glancing at the bath.
 
   Blood.
 
   There's no body, but there are several patches of blood smeared along the bath's edge, running partway up the wall. From the darkened color, I'd say the blood definitely isn't fresh, and when I look at the plughole I realize there's a little more dried around the side. No-one could lose so much blood without feeling the effects, so now I'm more certain than ever that something must have happened to Eli, something that maybe the whole town is covering up. Stepping back out of the bathroom, I head to the spare bedroom and look inside, only to find that while the room itself is empty, there are more splashes of blood on the far wall. If something bad took place here and Eli died, it's clear that his body must have been moved.
 
   “Holly?” Tatty calls out after a moment. “Did you find him?”
 
   “Not quite,” I mutter, feeling a cold shiver in my chest before going back to the top of the stairs and looking down at her. My worst fears are coming true. “I think something happened here. I think my uncle got hurt.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “There's blood in the bathtub, and more on the walls.”
 
   “For real?”
 
   “For real.” I make my way down to join her, my mind already spinning as I try to work out what I should do next. “I think he got hurt somehow, but then someone must have moved him. Whatever happened, I'm not sure it was an accident. At least this time that dumb cop is going to have to listen to me.” I turn and head toward the front door, but Tatty puts a hand on my arm, as if to hold me back. “What?” I snap. “I don't have time to fool around. Something really bad must have happened here.”
 
   “I don't think you should go to Lucas,” she tells me. “If something's going on here, I think there's a good chance he might be involved.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “You've met the guy. Does he seem completely on the level to you?”
 
   Pausing, I realize she's right. “Then I have to go for help from another town. This place has been pretty well isolated over the years, but once the outside world gets involved, the truth'll come out. It has to.”
 
   She nods, but I can tell she's scared. I don't blame her: I'm starting to panic too.
 
   “Do you want to come with me?” I ask.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “To the next town, wherever it is. It might be easier to persuade them to come if there are two of us. To be honest, if I just go storming into some remote police station, telling them about all the things I've seen here, there's a danger they'll think I'm insane. With two of us, they'll have to take it more seriously.”
 
   “Well, I -” She pauses again. “Sure,” she says finally, even though I can tell she's still not quite sure. “I mean, I've never left Tulepa before, but I've always thought I wanted to one day.”
 
   “We should tell your parents first.”
 
   “There's no need.”
 
   “We have to,” I reply. “You're too young for me to just take you off to another town. Come on, you know I'm right, they'd be worried.”
 
   “Actually,” she continues, “I'm not sure they'd even notice.” She pauses, with a hint of fear in her eyes. “Fine, I'll take you to them. If you really think Tulepa is a weird town, you might as well see the extent of it all. We'll drop by and see my parents on the way, but... Somehow, I think you're gonna find they're the weirdest thing you've seen since you got here.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “Don't make any sudden sounds,” I tell her as I turn the key carefully, trying to stay as quiet as possible. “We have to sneak up on them.”
 
   “On your parents?”
 
   I nod. “Just trust me. You've never seen anything like this. At least, I don't think so. I don't have so many references points when it comes to what's normal, but... My gut tells me most people don't live like this.”
 
   Pushing the front door open, I lead Holly into the hallway. As usual, the house is completely quiet, but I saw the cars in the driveway a moment ago, so I know Mom and Dad are home. After carefully pushing the door shut, I make my way across the hallway and peer into the kitchen, and sure enough there she is.
 
   Mom.
 
   Just sitting at the table, facing the window and staring blankly into space.
 
   Not even blinking.
 
   “Is she okay?” Holly whispers as she stops next to me.
 
   “Everyone in town is like this,” I reply, keeping my voice low. “All the adults, anyway. It's like, if they don't know there's someone else around, they just shut down and sit there, waiting until they have to start doing stuff again.” I pause, before turning to her. “I might just be an inexperienced girl from a small town, but even I know people aren't supposed to be like that. The craziest thing is that once they start moving about, they act completely normal. Well, not completely normal, but normal for a place like Tulepa.”
 
   “But other than that,” she whispers, “they just sit around?”
 
   “Creepy, huh?”
 
   “Just like Lucas back at the police station.”
 
   “It's just just him,” I reply. “It's pretty much everyone.”
 
   “Something isn't right here,” she continues. “I don't mean to scare you, but there's no way anyone should be so passive.” She keeps her eyes fixed on Mom for a moment, before turning to me. “How many people in town are like this?”
 
   “All of them,” I reply. “Except the kids, but they start being weird once they hit their mid to late teens. I'd like to think I'm special, but I've got this really awful feeling that if I stick around long enough, I'll be the same. Like I told you earlier, it was just a few weeks ago that Brittany Lawrence changed, after going with Jordan to your uncle's house. Not that I'm saying there's a connection with your uncle or anything like that, but... Well, you can see why I get freaked out, right? Add in the fact that someone always dies at midday, and I think I'm totally justified in trying to keep track of all the weirdness.”
 
   “I think you just might be,” she whispers, keeping her eyes fixed on my mother.
 
   “Come on,” I add, tapping her arm before turning and leading her to the front room. “I bet you Dad's through here, and he'll be the same.” When I get to the door, I look through and see that I'm right: he's just sitting in the chair in the far corner, staring at the blank TV screen.
 
   “They're like puppets,” Holly says after a moment. “Puppets that have lost their strings, anyway.”
 
   “I tested them once,” I continue. “I wanted to see how long they could stay like this, so I just started to be real quiet. I figured they'd have to snap out of it pretty soon.”
 
   “How long did they last?”
 
   I pause for a moment, watching the back of Dad's head. “I got to two and a half days,” I say finally, “and then I dropped a glass and woke them.” Turning to her, I can see the concern in her eyes. I guess I was hoping she'd tell me this is a normal way for parents to behave, but all that hope is gone now.
 
   “Do they even blink?” she asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “It's like they've been switched off,” she continues, “or... I don't know, unplugged or something.”
 
   “I think it's more like they've forgotten to be alive,” I reply. “That's what it seems like to me, anyway. If they're left alone, they forget to do anything.”
 
   “I've never seen anything like it,” she tells me. “Even when I spent six weeks on a psych ward, I never experienced a case of catatonia like this.”
 
   “Want to see the coolest thing?” I ask. Without waiting for an answer, I step into the room and grab a book from the shelf, before tossing it down loudly onto the table. “Hey Dad,” I say brightly. “Hard day at work?”
 
   For a fraction of a second, he doesn't respond at all. Finally, however, he twitches back to life and turns toward me, his face coming live with his usual smile.
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” he grins, as if nothing's wrong. “I was just a little lost in thought.”
 
   Huh. The same excuse he always uses.
 
   “Sure you were,” I reply, before nodding toward Holly. “Dad, this is a friend of mine. She's in town to look into her uncle's disappearance.”
 
   “Is that right?” Getting to his feet, he hurries over and reaches out a hand for her to shake. “Mike Sutton, I'm Natalie's father. I don't think I've seen you around town. Are you new to Tulepa?”
 
   “Just passing through,” Holly replies, shaking his hand but clearly feeling uncomfortable. She glances at me for a moment, before turning back to him. “I came to see my uncle, Eli Denton, but so far there's no sign of him.”
 
   “Is that right?” He frowns. “Well, I suppose old Eli'll show up sooner or later, although...” He pauses for a moment, eying her with caution. “You know what? You actually look a little like him. I can definitely see the family resemblance.” He turns to me. “Natalie, don't you think Holly looks like her uncle?”
 
   “I guess,” I reply. “I mean, I don't really remember what he looks like.”
 
   “Honey?” a woman's voice calls through from behind us. “Do we have guests?”
 
   “That's Diane,” Dad replies with a grin, “my wife. I know it's early, but any friend of Natalie's is welcome to stay for dinner, even if...” He pauses for a moment. “I'm sorry, I don't think I quite understood how you two met.”
 
   “Holly wants me to show her Bainesville,” I reply, before Holly can say anything. “I said I'd show her the way. I mean, it's not very far and I've always wanted to see some of the world outside Tulepa, so I guess this is a good opportunity. It's okay, isn't it?”
 
   Dad opens his mouth to reply, but I can tell he's a little uncertain. “Bainesville?” he asks, trying to smile even though he's clearly worried. “Well, I mean... Bainesville isn't exactly the most exciting place on the planet, you know. Are you sure you wouldn't like to just stick around here?” He turns to Holly. “Tulepa can seem a little dull to outsiders, but once you get to know us and our way of life, I'm sure you'll come to understand that we have a lot more going for us.”
 
   “That's very kind of you,” Holly replies, “but -”
 
   “It'll only be for an hour or two,” I continue, butting in. “Come on, Dad, I've never been out of Tulepa before and this is only a short trip. I'll be back by dinner, I promise.”
 
   “She really would be doing me a huge favor,” Holly adds, before turning as she hears footsteps nearby.
 
   “You want to go out of town?” Mom says, standing in the doorway. “Natalie, that's completely out of the question. We talked about this, remember? You need to focus on things that are closer to home.”
 
   “But Mom -”
 
   “No,” she says firmly, before smiling at Holly. “I'm very sorry, I'm sure you're a wonderful person and absolutely trustworthy, but we can't allow our daughter to go off with a stranger. I hope you'll understand.”
 
   “Now hang on,” Dad says suddenly. “I think maybe this might be a good idea after all.”
 
   Shocked, I turn to him. “Really?”
 
   “It's only for a few hours, right?” he continues, with a smile that still hints at greater concern beneath. “Natalie, I think maybe you've reached the point where it'd be good for you to stretch your legs.” He turns to Mom. “Our little girl isn't going to stay a little girl forever, Diane. Bainesville isn't too far, and Holly seems like a perfectly respectable and responsible woman. I say we let Natalie go, so long as she promises to be back for dinner.” He turns back to Holly. “And so long as you, Ms. Denton, agree to join us for dinner when you bring our girl back.”
 
   Holly glances at me, and I can tell she's surprised.
 
   “Sure,” I tell Dad, figuring we need to get moving. “We'll all have dinner tonight.” Glancing over at Mom, I can see from the look in her eyes that she's not so certain. “I'm not a child anymore,” I continue. “I can handle a trip out of town for a few hours.”
 
   “Of course you can,” she replies, with that sickly-sweet grin that always makes me want to hurl. “Just be careful. And hurry back, both of you. I'll make sure to come up with something extra special for dinner.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “But you saw what I meant, right?” I continue as Holly opens the door to her hotel room and leads me inside. “They're insane.”
 
   “They certainly seem different,” she replies, hurrying to her bag and zipping it shut. “Okay, that's all I need. We should go straight to the car and get out of here. I wasn't lying to your parents, I really do want to get you back here within a couple of hours.”
 
   “You just didn't mention that you're gonna bring the cavalry,” I point out. “I was wondering whether...” Pausing, I feel a hint of fear in my chest. Damn it, this is dumb, but I'm actually having doubts. “I've always wanted to find out what's really going on here,” I tell her, “but now the moment is here, I'm kinda scared. Is that normal?”
 
   “I don't think there's any such thing as normal in this situation,” she replies. “I think something's going on here in Tulepa, and I think it's way bigger than anything we can deal with. We need to turn it all over to the proper authorities. Let's not draw too much attention to ourselves, either,” she adds, heading to the door and reaching out to pull it open.
 
   “Sometimes I don't think they're my parents anymore,” I blurt out suddenly.
 
   Stopping, she turns to me.
 
   “I know how that sounds,” I continue, with tears in my eyes, “but... I just don't. I remember what it was like when I was growing up. They were fun, they used to play with me. And then about five years ago, I noticed things changing in Tulepa. I prayed that my parents wouldn't be affected, but one day they both changed.” I pause for a moment, feeling as if I've finally found someone I can trust with the truth. “Ever since then, I've had this fear in the back of my mind that somehow it's not really them. Do you think I'm nuts?”
 
   She pauses, with her hand resting on the door handle. “An hour ago,” she says finally, “yeah, I would've thought you were imagining things. But now? Now I think there's something going on here.”
 
   “But if we go to get help,” I continue, “everything'll be okay again, won't it?”
 
   “I -” She pauses. “Yeah, I think so. I hope so.”
 
   “It has to be,” I reply, stepping over to her. “I want my parents back.”
 
   “Don't worry,” she says, pulling the door open, “I'm not even -”
 
   She stops suddenly as soon as she sees that there's a man standing right outside in the corridor, as if he was about to knock. A grinning man wearing large sunglasses and a bright, floral yellow shirt.
 
   “Holly?” the man says, as a smile spreads across his wrinkled, friendly face. “Is that you?”
 
   “I...” She takes a step back, before turning to me with a shocked expression.
 
   “Don't you recognize me?” the man asks, removing the sunglasses and then holding his arms out for a hug. “It's me! It's your good old uncle Eli!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “Come on,” he continues, with his arms still outstretched, “don't I even get a hug after all these years?” He laughs. “I know the years haven't been too kind to me, but I haven't changed out of recognition, have I?”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that it's true, it really is him. Sure, he's older than I remember, with a little more weight and a lot less hair, but there's no mistaking the strong family resemblance that he shares with my Mom and my sister. After everything that has happened since I arrived in Tulepa, suddenly he's here.
 
   “You look like you've seen a ghost,” he says, stepping closer and putting his arms around me. “When I heard you were in town and asking for me, I genuinely thought there'd been some kind of mistake. I thought there's just no way my smart, pretty little niece Holly would have come all the way to Tulepa just to see how I'm doing, but here you are, in the flesh!” He told me tight for a moment, before stepping back. “My God, you've grown into a beautiful young woman. And you're a doctor, I hear? It feels like only yesterday you were a little kid, playing in my yard when your Mom brought you and your sister for a visit. Now don't tell Karen, but if I'm honest, you were always my favorite niece!”
 
   “Where have you been?” I ask cautiously, feeling as if his arrival is a little sudden, and almost too convenient. “I was looking all over town for you.”
 
   “Well, I like to keep busy,” he replies. “At my age, if a man sits still for too long, sometimes he finds it hard to get going again. Why, already today I've been up since the sun's first rays. Most of the time, I like to go walking in the hills, it's a miracle I happened to get back early and hear that you're poking about looking for me.” He chuckles. “I know I probably seem a little different, but the truth is, I got tired of being such a goddamn recluse. One day, a few years ago, I just decided to change my life and, well, here I am!”
 
   “I...” Unable to shake a sense of skepticism, I glance over at Holly and see that she too looks a little worried. When I turn back to Eli, he has that same smile plastered across his face, almost as if he's trying a little too hard to persuade me that everything's fine. “I was worried about you,” I tell him, feeling a cautious sense of relief. “We went to your house earlier. Actually, to be honest we kind of broke a window and went inside, but only because we wanted to check you weren't...” My voice trails off.
 
   “Dead?” He laughs. “Well, I think you can see that I'm definitely alive and kicking.” As if to prove his point, he pats his belly, causing it to wobble slightly. “I didn't have my little beer baby the last time you saw me, did I? Now, I know it's not the healthiest thing in the world, but at my age I figure a man can indulged himself. After all, life's for living, ain't it”
 
   “When we were in your house,” I continue, “we saw... I mean, it was like you hadn't been there for years. There was dust everywhere, and blood in the bathtub.”
 
   “Blood?” He frowns for a moment, but the smile quickly returns. “Oh, of course! That was from when I cut myself shaving.”
 
   “In the bathtub?”
 
   “What can I say? I'm not the world's greatest shaver. Look, see here?” He turns his face to one side, allowing me to see several small cuts in the stubble around his chin. “Come on, there's no point standing around here when we have the whole of this lovely town at our disposal,” he continues. “Why don't the three of us go and get something to eat? And don't worry about the cost, it's all on me. After all, it's not every day that someone from the family comes to visit! Hell, I thought you'd all forgotten about me!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Life's good,” Eli says a short while later, as we sit in the diner at one end of the town square. He takes a moment to suck a little more milkshake through a straw. “I know you were probably worried about me, but the truth is, I think I finally found my groove, you know?”
 
   “Your groove?”
 
   “My fit in this town. My place. Every man needs to find how he slots into the world around him, else he's gonna end up drifting through life. Hell, you remember what I was like before, don't you? All reserved and withdrawn, like I knew I was a freak.”
 
   “I wouldn't say you were a freak,” I reply cautiously.
 
   “Well, I would!” He laughs, before tapping the side of his head. “I wasn't right up here, you understand?”
 
   “And now you are?”
 
   “And now I am!”
 
   I watch as he tosses the straw aside and tilts his head back, pouring the last of the milkshake into his mouth. Even though I have absolutely no doubt that this is Eli, I still can't get over the fact that he seems to have changed so much. More, in fact, than I ever thought anyone could change. The last time I was in Tulepa, years ago as a little girl, Eli was almost a recluse. He didn't leave the house much, he didn't seem to have any friends, and he spoke so quietly, it wasn't easy to hear a word he said. Now, however, he's wearing a garish yellow shirt with a red bow-tie, and he's knocking back milkshakes as if there's no tomorrow. On top of that, everyone in town seems to know him; on the walk through town just now, he was constantly greeted by passersby, almost as if he was the most popular guy around. Even now, the waitress is already bringing another large milkshake to our table.
 
   “So,” Eli says after a moment, “do you -”
 
   He stops suddenly and burps, which seems to amuse him.
 
   “Do you want another?”
 
   He grins at me, and then at Tatty.
 
   “I'm good, thanks,” I tell him. “I haven't finished my first.”
 
   “I'm good too,” Tatty adds, glancing at me with a hint of concern in her eyes.
 
   “I can't get enough of these,” Eli continues, sliding the empty glass away as the waitress sets a fresh milkshake in front of him. “Something about the protein, I guess. They know me so well in this place, they know whenever they see me coming through the door, they need to make sure the milkshake machine is working properly. One time, it stopped doing its thing, and I swear there was damn near a panic in town.”
 
   I force a smile, even though I feel distinctly uncomfortable.
 
   “You don't like that I've changed?” he asks suddenly, with a hint of concern in his voice.
 
   “I... It's not that, I just -”
 
   “It was no good,” he adds, interrupting me. “The way things were before, I mean. I know you were young when you came before, Holly, but you must remember how miserable my life had become. I used to have to grit my teeth just to step out the front door, I thought everyone was looking at me and thinking about me being some kinda freak. And to be fair, they were!” He takes a sip of milkshake from his fresh glass. “I swear, I used to sweat so much whenever I came into town, and I used to hear people whispering behind my back. There's no need to try telling me I'm wrong, 'cause I know I'm not. They all thought old Eli was the town weirdo. It's a vicious circle. You start thinking you're a freak, then you start acting like one, and on it goes.” He glances over his shoulder, and several people in nearby booths wave at him. He pauses for a moment, before waving back at them and turning to me. “See?” he says with a proud grin. “Everything's changed.”
 
   “I'm just glad you're doing so well,” I tell him. “We were... Well, I was starting to worry about you when I couldn't track you down this morning.”
 
   “I can be a hard man to find,” he continues. “Always running around on crazy errands.”
 
   “We...” I glance at Tatty for a moment, before figuring that I might as well tell Eli the truth. “Actually, we kind of broke into your house to take a look around.”
 
   He pauses, before nodding slowly.
 
   “I'll pay for the window,” I continue. “I just had to check that... I mean...”
 
   “That my dead body wasn't in there?” he asks, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Unloved and forgotten, rotting away with flies and maggots everywhere?”
 
   “I was worried.”
 
   “And I appreciate that,” he replies. “I wouldn't have been the first reclusive old man to fade away like that. Hell, I'm damn near seventy, and that's the kinda age a man can get forgotten if he doesn't have kids of his own. People do get forgotten, you know. Not everybody on this planet has the privilege of being remembered once they're older.” He pauses again. “To be honest, I'm touched and a little surprised that you cared enough to make the effort. Don't worry about the window, I can fix it myself. I might even leave it broken for a while, to remind myself.”
 
   Sitting back, I pause for a moment, genuinely struggling to work out how this outgoing, gregarious man can be the same man I remember from my childhood.
 
   “There's something I wanna...” He pauses, and for the first time he seems a little uncomfortable, before finally he turns to Tatty. “I don't mean to be rude, young lady, but would you mind if I speak to my niece alone? There's some sensitive family business to discuss, and I'd rather not have outsiders hear about it. You know how people gossip in a town like Tulepa, don't you?”
 
   She stares at him, before turning to me. “Sure,” she says cautiously. “I mean... Yeah, I guess, I could go...”
 
   “I'll be fine here,” I tell her. “Thanks for all your help, though.”
 
   As she gets to her feet, it's clear she doesn't want to leave, but at the same time I guess she understands that I might need to talk to Eli about a few delicate matters.
 
   “Remember what I told you,” I continue. “About the cramps and the bleeding? They're perfectly normal.”
 
   She nods, as if she's a little embarrassed. “See you around, maybe,” she mutters, taking a step back. “Thanks for everything. Maybe I'll catch up with you later, before you go.”
 
   “Definitely,” I tell her. “I'll come find you.” I wait as she heads to the door, and then I turn back to Eli. “That poor girl,” I continue, keeping my voice low as I take a sip of milkshake. “I can't believe no-one had talked to her about the things she was going through. I've got half a mind to report the local doctor for incompetence, I can't believe what he told her about her own body!”
 
   “Don't worry about it,” Eli replies dismissively, taking another sip from his glass. “People muddle through eventually.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I know what you all think about me,” he continues, with a hint of grit in his voice now. “I know it's not much different to how people here in Tulepa used to think. I'm weird uncle Eli, I'm difficult uncle Eli, I'm the guy you took turns worrying about once a year. To be honest, when people stopped coming to check on me a while back, I was kind of relieved, but I also took it as a sign that I needed to change my life. I honestly didn't expect any of you to show up again, but now... Here you are.”
 
   “I thought Karen and Scott were coming each year,” I tell him. “Mom thought the same. If we'd known no-one was checking on you -”
 
   “Don't worry about it.”
 
   “We didn't forget about you.”
 
   “It's fine.”
 
   “No, it's not,” I continue, reaching across the table and putting my hands on his. “You're family. Seriously, Eli, I hope things can be better from now on. I hope we can come to visit more, and that maybe you'll even come to Thanksgiving or Christmas at Mom's a few times. I really think she'd like to see you again.”
 
   “Oh...” He seems a little awkward now. “I think I'm pretty much rooted in Tulepa these days. Leaving, even for a short vacation... I honestly don't know if I'd function anywhere else now. I like it here too much, and at my age even a short trip can be tiring. Don't let this happy demeanor fool you, Holly. Underneath it all, I've got all the same aches and pains you'd expect. If you're a doctor, I guess that means you're not blind to the hundreds of little horrors that come with an aging body.”
 
   “But are you really happy just sitting around in Tulepa?” I ask.
 
   “Not everyone's built for exploring the world,” he points out, finishing his latest milkshake and leaning back with a satisfied smile, as the waitress approaches with yet another for him. It's almost as if she spends half her time worrying about Eli's needs, and he never has to call for her attention; she comes whenever she's needed. “Some people are happy just finding a space for themselves in their hometown, and sticking there. I almost feel like Tulepa's my town now, like these are my people.” As the waitress heads away, he starts sipping from his new glass. “You guys don't have to worry about me anymore. Old Eli's got himself sorted now, and life is good.”
 
   “I can see that,” I reply, forcing a smile as I take a sip from my glass. It's great to find that Eli's doing so well, but at the same time, I can't shake the feeling that something around here still doesn't feel quite right.
 
   “I doubt you can see it,” he continues, “but Tulepa is the most wonderful town in the whole goddamn country. Honesty, life here is perfect. Everyone, and I mean everyone, gets looked after.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “There you are!”
 
   As soon as I step through the front door, I find Mom waiting for me, as if she's been loitering in the hallway all this time. I guess that's better than coming home to find her sitting blankly in the kitchen like a forgotten puppet.
 
   “Hey,” I reply with a faint smile, pushing the door shut. “I just came home to get a new battery pack for my camera.”
 
   “Is your new friend not with you?” she asks.
 
   “Holly? No, she found her uncle so she's talking to him.”
 
   “She found Eli? Well, that's nice. I guess now she can be on her way.”
 
   “I guess.” After hanging my coat on the hook, I head toward the stairs. Mom's sudden attentiveness is a little creepy, but I figure I shouldn't be ungrateful. “I'll be out most of the afternoon. Like I said, I just need to sort my camera out.”
 
   “Jordan Swinton dropped by to see you earlier,” she says suddenly.
 
   Stopping, I turn back to her as a shiver runs through my chest. “Why?”
 
   “He said something about... I didn't quite understand, but I think he said you owe him a date tonight?”
 
   “As if,” I reply, horrified by the idea.
 
   “He's a handsome young man,” she replies, with that sickly sweet smile that annoys me so much. “Well-mannered, too. Any girl would be so lucky to have a boyfriend like that.”
 
   “He's a creep,” I point out. “He's, like, five years older than me. He's a dirty old man, which is quite an achievement at his age.”
 
   “Sometimes a little experience is a nice quality in a boyfriend.”
 
   “Seriously?” Staring at her, I genuinely feel as if my dear mother might have finally lost her mind. “Jordan Swinton is, like, a complete deadbeat. Why are you actively encouraging me to hang out with him tonight? Shouldn't you be, like, grounding me and telling me I can't go anywhere near him?”
 
   “Oh, honey...” Smiling, she comes over to the bottom of the stairs and puts a hand on my shoulder in a totally unnatural manner that feels rehearsed. “You're getting old enough now for boys to start taking an interest. You're hitting that time of life when changes happen -”
 
   “Mom...”
 
   “You should embrace it,” she continues. “You're a very fetching young lady, Natalie Sutton, and if your flower is starting to open, it's your duty to turn toward the sun.”
 
   I stare at her, trying to work out if she really said that.
 
   “Live a little,” she adds with a grin. “Do what young ladies do.”
 
   “I don't want to have this conversation,” I tell her, turning away.
 
   “Humor me,” she replies, gripping my shoulder firmly. “Natalie, I really think you should go and hang out with Jordan tonight.”
 
   I turn back to her. “He wants me to go to Eli Denton's house.”
 
   “And is that a problem?”
 
   “It's like he's not even trying to disguise what he's after,” I continue. “It's like he's openly admitting he wants to get me alone. You do realize what his end plan would be, right? 'Cause it sure won't be sharing a bottle of soda and watching the stars.”
 
   She smiles. “You're not a child anymore, Natalie.”
 
   “Exactly, so I can see through guys like Jordan Swinton.”
 
   “What are you scared of?”
 
   Sighing, I realize that she's doubling down on the weirdness. “I'm not scared of anything,” I tell her, “I just want to spend my evening doing the same thing I do every evening. I want to go through all the photos I've taken during the day, I want to update my journal, and I want to read a little, maybe even do some writing. Believe it or, not I'm pretty busy.”
 
   “None of that sounds very exciting.”
 
   “It's what I want to do.”
 
   “At your age,” she continues, “you should be getting out and about, you should be making your father and I worried. Instead, we sit down here fretting about when you're going turn into a normal teenager.”
 
   “Well conversations like this,” I reply, carefully moving her hand away from my shoulder, “really won't help.” Turning, I make my way upstairs, but I can tell she's watching me. “Not everyone has to be an angry rebel,” I call back to her as I head to my room. “Some of us are just happy bumping along unnoticed. Don't worry, though. If I ever want to get a leather jacket and a brain piercing, I'll be sure to let you and Dad know. I guess stranger things have happened”
 
   Once I'm in my room, I set my camera down and start swapping out the batteries. I swear, even by Mom's usual standards, that conversation was extremely uncomfortable. It was almost like she's trying to push me to go hang out with Jordan and get involved in a bunch of inane, stereotypical teenage hijinks. I mean, does the woman not know me at all, has she not noticed the fact that I much prefer hanging out alone? The thought of drinking beer and smoking in the shadows somewhere is not enticing. Hearing footsteps nearby, and then the creak of the door swinging open, I sigh as I realize that she's come to bug me again.
 
   “Sorry,” I mutter, “I'm too busy to talk right now. I just need to change these batteries, and then I'm gonna slip into some fishnet stockings, climb down the drainpipe, and go smoke meth with a bunch of devil-worshipers. Is that okay with you?”
 
   I can hear her coming closer, but I guess she doesn't know how to respond. After slipping new batteries into the camera, I take the old ones and start setting them into the charger. The first three are no problem, but the fourth sticks slightly, so I have to twist it around and try forcing it in against the edge of my desk. This, actual work with an actual endgame in sight, is how I like spending my time.
 
   “I was also thinking of getting pregnant,” I continue. “I know I'm young, but what's the problem? I'll try to make sure I know who's the father, but I can't promise anything. You know what teenagers are like, right? We're all the same, we all just wanna go out and have mindless fun and -”
 
   I let out a gasp of pain as the battery pack slips in my hand and drops to the floor, in the process letting my hand slam into the desk's edge.
 
   “Damn it!” I hiss, crouching down and grabbing the batteries. “Mom, I really don't have time to be snarky with you now. It takes too much energy and, in case you hadn't realized, it's yet another cliched way of living that I really don't fancy.” I get to my feet and slip the batteries into place, and this time they all fit perfectly. “I'm sorry,” I add, picking up my camera and placing the strap around my neck, before turning to her, “I'm just really boring and -”
 
   I freeze as I see that Mom and Dad are both right behind me, and Dad's holding a black bag up, as if he's about to place it over my head.
 
   “Um...” I take a step back, bumping into my desk. “Are you guys okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” Dad says, with a broad smile that somehow doesn't quite seem to fit with the concern in his eyes. He's still holding the bag up. “We're great, honey. And soon you'll be great too. Everyone in Tulepa gets looked after, and now it's your turn.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “I'm afraid she's out,” Tatty's mother replies with a smile. “You just missed her, she went bounding out the front door with her camera about five minutes ago. She did say, however, that if you dropped by this afternoon, I must tell you she said goodbye and good luck.”
 
   “Oh,” I reply, unable to hide a hint of disappointment that I won't get to see Tatty before I leave. There was so much I wanted to say to her, and I can't shake the feeling that she's floundering a little in Tulepa. Still, I really have to get going, and despite the weirdness here, I guess she's not actually in danger. “Well, that's fine,” I continue, “I just wanted to thank her again for all her help.”
 
   “I'll be sure to let her know,” she tells me. “Natalie can be such a friendly girl, she often goes out of her way to help strangers.”
 
   “She's a good kid,” I tell her, before pausing for a moment. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a crumpled pack of sanitary towels. “This might seem really weird,” I continue cautiously, holding them out, “but could you give these to her? I feel like she could use them, and the local store apparently doesn't have any in stock.”
 
   She stares at them. “What are they?” she asks after a moment.
 
   “What are they?” I wait a moment, convinced she's joking, but as she takes the packet it's clear that she genuinely doesn't have a clue. “They're sanitary towels,” I continue, “for... You seriously don't know?”
 
   She pauses, and then her smile returns. “Of course I do,” she says finally, still holding the packet as if it's some kind of alien object. “I'm sure she'll be very grateful. Honestly, you're too kind.”
 
   “It's just that she seemed very confused when I spoke to her earlier. I think maybe she needs someone to sit down with her and explain a few things.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Such as... Well, you know, she's getting to that age where maybe a few confusing things are happening to her as she becomes an adult.” I wait for a reply, but there's an unmistakably blank expression in this woman's eyes, as if she's just waiting for me to leave. “Didn't your mother sit you down once and talk to you about that kind of thing?” I ask. “It's kind of a big moment in every girl's life.”
 
   “Well...” She pauses again. “Yes, of course. Absolutely. I can do that for her.”
 
   “Actually,” I continue, still not convinced, “I'm a doctor, so I've had to deal with this kind of thing lots of times with patients. I'd be happy to hang around and talk to Tatty some more so that she -”
 
   “That won't be necessary.”
 
   “It's no trouble, I just -”
 
   “I'll tell her you stopped by,” she adds, interrupting me. “I'm sure she'll be thrilled, and I'm sure she'll be glad of these towel things too. She's very -”
 
   Before she can finish, there's a loud bump from upstairs. She turns and look back into the house for a moment, before turning back to me. This time, I can see the faintest hint of concern in her eyes.
 
   “My husband's doing some work,” she explains. “You know what men are like, right? Always getting out their drills and putting up shelves or cabinets. As a woman, I don't really understand it all, but he seems happy enough.” Her voice trails off for a moment, and it's clear that she feels uncomfortable. “Now if you'll excuse me,” she adds, “I have to get back to my apple cake. It's just about to go into the oven, and I need to give it plenty of attention first.” She starts to swing the door shut. “Thank you again for coming by. I'm sure Natalie will be very touched.”
 
   “No problem, but -”
 
   The door clicks shut, leaving me standing alone on the porch.
 
   “No problem,” I mutter, before hearing another bump from inside. Figuring that it's not really any of my business if these people are a little weird, I slip my hands into my coat pockets and head down the steps, before making my way toward the sidewalk. I'd have liked to have seen Tatty one more time, just to make sure that she's okay, but I guess she's too busy with another of her projects. She probably just thinks of me as some weird woman who showed up in town for a few hours. Hell, she's most likely forgotten about me already.
 
   In an ideal world, I'd stick around and give her some advice, but I'm sure she'll be fine. I mean, all teenagers have problems. I'm probably just overreacting.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Don't think you're going to get away with this,” I tell Eli as I unlock my car. “One way or another, Mom's gonna insist on dragging you to her house soon, either for Thanksgiving or Christmas or some other family occasion. When I tell her you're doing so well, she'll demand your presence.”
 
   “Then I shall have to be extra thick-skinned,” Eli replies, holding the door open for me as I climb inside. “Your mother can be rather determined sometimes, Holly, but she can't force me to do anything.”
 
   “You know she'll come here, don't you?” I ask. “If you leave it too long, one day you'll hear a knock at the door and she'll be right outside.”
 
   “You must tell her not to concern herself.”
 
   I can't help smiling. “As if I could ever stop her.”
 
   “I hope you'll try,” he replies. “Holly...” For a moment, he seems a little awkward, as if there's something he wants to say but he's not sure how to get it out. “I don't mean for this to come across badly,” he continues finally, “and I genuinely appreciate the fact that you came to visit me today, but I hope you and the rest of the family don't feel you have to keep checking up on me. I'm a grown man, you know. Hell, I'm seventy years old, and as you can see I'm more than capable of looking after myself. To be honest, it feels a little awkward knowing that you have this need to come and make sure I'm okay. It's almost like I'm seen as some... incapable child.”
 
   “We just care about you,” I tell him.
 
   “You care,” he replies, “since you're the only one who's actually shown up for several years, but... I'm fine. Truly. You don't need to take time out of your busy life again.”
 
   “What busy life?” I ask with a smile. “Honestly, Eli, it was good to see you again, and I can't speak for the others but I promise I'll drop by some time.”
 
   “At least phone ahead, then. Give me some warning. I wouldn't like you to turn up unannounced again.”
 
   “I'll try, but the phones around this place don't seem to work so well.”
 
   He smiles awkwardly, before taking a step back and swinging the door shut. “Have a safe drive,” he says, “and give everyone my best. And please tell them not to worry. Tell them old Eli's finally found a way to get by in this strange little town. Tell them I'm fine.”
 
   A few minutes later, as I'm driving away from Tulepa, I can't help glancing in the rear-view mirror and watching as the town recedes into the distance. The truth is, I know no-one else is going to come and check on Eli any time soon, but I feel as if I have to at least drop by again one day. Even though I know it's technically none of my business, and I'm sure nothing too crazy is going on, I also want to know whether people have really been dropping dead at noon each day, or whether that was just another of Tatty's crazy stories. I guess, for a moment, I allowed myself to be taken in by her wild ideas.
 
   At least Eli's okay. I allowed myself to really start worrying about him for a while, but now it's clear that he's fine. In fact, he's better than fine. He's like a completely new man.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Tatty
 
    
 
   “Your friend was here earlier,” Mom whispers, leaning closer to me as I struggle to break free from the restraints around my wrists and ankles. “She wanted to say goodbye to you personally. Isn't that cute? She'd only known you for a few hours, and already she felt she had to help you.”
 
   I try to scream back at her, but the gag over my mouth is too tight and all I can manage is a faint murmur, the same murmur I was desperately making when I heard Holly downstairs at the front door. I was convinced she'd hear me and come to help, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't quite manage. Tears are rolling down my face, but no matter how hard I try to get free, these restraints are far too tight.
 
   “She's gone now,” Mom continues. “She was seen driving out of town, and hopefully she listened to the warning about not coming back. Fortunately, now that she's out of earshot, there's no need to keep you quiet.”
 
   She pauses, before reaching around to the side of my face and starting to pull the gag away. As soon as it's slightly loose, I turn my head to one side and scream, desperately hoping that someone will hear and come running.
 
   “Doesn't that make your throat hurt?” Mom asks as he pulls the rest of the gag loose and tosses it aside. She doesn't seem bothered by my cries at all; if anything, she seems genuinely amused. “You're going to make yourself bleed if you keep up with that. Your wrists are already chafing.”
 
   “Help!” I scream, with tears rolling down my face. “Somebody help me!”
 
   “Who do you think is going to come running?” Mom asks. “There's no-one, Natalie. No-one who'll care, anyway, not now Holly has left. It's just you and me.” She smiles. “It's sad, really. She seemed to genuinely want to help you, but I suppose at the end of the day she just couldn't sit around waiting for you to show up again. As worried as he might have been, she'll quickly forget about you. That's how the world works, you know. People pretend to care, but most of the time they're just trying to calm their conscience.”
 
   Turning to her, I spot movement over on the far side of the room, and when I look over I see Dad standing in the doorway.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I shout, breaking down into a series of sobs. Tears are still running down my face, mixed with mucus from my nose. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I want you to be like the rest of us,” Dad replies, before turning and looking back toward the stairs. A moment later, I realize I can hear someone coming up. “I want you to start fitting in. I want you to find your place in this town.”
 
   “You should have gone with Jordan tonight,” Mom tells me, tucking some stray strands of hair behind my ear. “It would have been so much more natural that way, and far less traumatizing for you. Instead, you forced me to do it this way. Why couldn't you just -”
 
   Before she can finish, I lean closer and bite her wrist as hard as I can manage. She lets out a cry of pain and pulls away, before slapping the side of my face hard. As she gets to her feet, I see that there's blood running down her arm.
 
   “That hurt!” Dad hisses, as Mom goes to inspect the damage in the light by the window. “You're really being difficult, Natalie. Jesus Christ, what's got into you?”
 
   “It doesn't matter,” Mom replies, looking out the window for a moment. Something seems to have caught her attention, and slowly a smile creeps across her face. “This is always my favorite part,” she says finally, turning to me. “Scream all you like, Tatty. Half the town's outside the house now, but no-one's coming to help you. The only person who'd ever have come was Holly, and now she's driving away, not even looking back.”
 
   I open my mouth to cry out, but suddenly I see another figure stepping into the room. A cold shudder passes through my chest as soon as I see his smiling face.
 
   “Hello,” Eli says calmly, still wearing the same yellow shirt from earlier. “Welcome, Natalie, to the first day of the rest of your life.”
 
   


  
 

PART TWO
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   Three years later
 
    
 
   “Why are you being such a bitch about this?”
 
   Stopping at the door, I freeze for a moment. Did he really just use that word? When I turn and look back across the hallway, I see that Dean is standing by the kitchen door, watching me with that same white-hot stare he uses whenever he's trying to persuade me that I'm being irrational. It won't work this time, though. After everything he's put me through over the past twenty-four hours, it's over between us.
 
   “Come on, Holly,” he continues, “let's just -”
 
   “Did you just use the b-word?” I ask. “Please, tell me you didn't do that.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” he adds, putting his hands up in mock surrender, “maybe that was too harsh, it's just... Can we please just sit down and talk about this?”
 
   “What's there to talk about?” I ask, holding back tears. “Apparently I'm a bitch.” Grabbing my bag and coat, I turn and unlock the door before stepping out into the corridor.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I'll be back in a few days,” I mutter.
 
   “We're supposed to be going to your parents' for the weekend.”
 
   “Yeah,” I reply, rolling my eyes, “like that's going to happen now.” I glance back at him. “My mother can always tell when we've been arguing, Dean. I really don't want to spend the whole weekend deflecting her questions. Dinner tonight would be hell.”
 
   “So let's just -”
 
   “I'll be back on Sunday evening,” I say firmly. “Enjoy your weekend alone. I'm sure you'll prefer not having to spend time with me since I'm such a bitch.” With that, I pull the door shut, slamming it harder than I'd intended. I take a step back, feeling as if I want to go back in there and tell him what I really think, but finally I turn and hurry toward the elevator. The last thing I want is for him to see me crying again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “No,” I reply, trying and failing to hold back a sigh, “Dean and I haven't been arguing. We just can't make it up to your place after all.”
 
   As I sit in the parking garage under our apartment block, I wait for Mom to answer, but there's just silence on the other end of the line. I hate it when she goes silent; I know exactly what she's thinking, I can almost hear her thoughts in my head, and I know there's no way I can fool her. At the same time, admitting the truth isn't an option, not when it'd inevitably open the floodgates of questions. I'd only end up crying.
 
   “Okay,” she says finally, with that tight tone in her voice that means she doesn't believe a word I've told her. “Well, I hope you can come up some other weekend. I know you don't get much time off work, but I'd still like to think you can be bothered to come and see your father and I sometimes. We are family, you know. Plus, your sister and Scott were going to pop by tomorrow, it would have been something of a family reunion.”
 
   “Mom -”
 
   “I have to go,” she adds curtly. “Your father has already headed to the store, so I'll have to call him and let him know not to get those cookies you like. You know the ones, I only get them because you like them.”
 
   “Mom, please...”
 
   “And that's the doorbell,” she continues. “Must dash, dear.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but the line goes dead and all I can do is lean back in the driver's seat and let out a gasp of frustration. I swear to God, half an hour ago I was looking forward to going to my parents' house with Dean, and now the whole weekend has fallen apart. Well, maybe I wasn't exactly looking forward to it, not in the sense that I thought I'd have fun, but it was still something to do, something that felt vaguely normal. The last thing I want is to sit around at home for the next few days, but I don't want to get interrogated by Mom either. Sitting here in the car, I truly can't work out where to go. Anyone I go to visit will just ask about Dean, and he's the last person I want to think about right now.
 
   Unless...
 
   Suddenly there's a tapping sound at the window, and I look over just as the passenger-side door opens and Dean climbs into the car, tossing his holdall onto the back seat.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “We're going away for the weekend, aren't we?”
 
   “I told you -”
 
   “I'm sorry I called you a bitch,” he replies, pulling the door shut. “That was... I just got all hot under the collar, and I felt like you weren't listening to me, like I was being disrespected. You know what it's like, right? If you think about it, it's good that we argue so much. It shows we've still got some passion.”
 
   “Are you serious?” I ask with a frown.
 
   He pauses for a moment, before putting a hand on my knee. “Let's go to your parents' house. Come on, I hate arguing with you. You're right, I should be more patient sometimes. If you really want to start thinking about planning a family of our own, then maybe it's not such a bad idea after all. We can at least start checking our budget to see if we can afford a kid. I'm not saying it's gonna happen this year, but we can let the possibility simmer for a while, just in case.”
 
   Staring at him, I genuinely can't work out whether he means what he's saying, or whether he's just trying to end the argument. Ten minutes ago I was furious at him and determined to leave him behind, but now my anger is already fading and he's staring at me with those puppy dog eyes that always break my resolve.
 
   “If we don't go to your Mom and Dad's,” he continues, “then where can we go? Somewhere that doesn't break the bank, obviously.”
 
   Sighing, I realize I've already surrendered. “I don't know,” I reply, feeling like a complete loser. Damn it, I was so close to finally ending it with him. “I was actually thinking about...” My voice trails off as I think about the last time I visited uncle Eli in Tulepa, three years ago. No-one else has been to see him since, and the only contact has been Christmas cards. “I was thinking of going to Tulepa,” I say finally. “It's about four hours' drive from here and -”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Hang on,” I reply. “My uncle lives there, but it's not exactly the most exciting place on the planet.”
 
   He shrugs. “Who cares? Is this that weird uncle, the one Karen always goes on about?”
 
   “He's not weird, he's just...” Pausing, I realize that three years is a long time for no-one to have checked on Eli, and I could totally make it seem like we just happened to drop by instead of it becoming some big, formal thing. Besides, I kind of like the idea of dropping Dean into such a strange, small little town, and seeing whether he sinks or swims. “A lot of my family is originally from Tulepa,” I continue cautiously. “Everyone except Eli moved away years ago, but our roots are still there. I guess if you really want to see where the Denton family comes from, Tulepa's the place to go.”
 
   “Then let's get moving,” he replies, buckling himself in before leaning over and kissing my cheek. “Come on, Holly, I hate it when we argue. Let's get away, just the two of us, and visit your mad uncle Eli.”
 
   “He's not mad.”
 
   “That's not what Karen said at Thanksgiving last year. She made him sound like a total freak.”
 
   “Karen hasn't seen Eli for years,” I reply, bristling at that description. “None of them have. Just me.”
 
   “Whatever. Let's hit the road.” He squeezes my knee. “And I swear, I'll never call you the b-word again.”
 
   Sighing, I start the engine. I feel as if I just gave in, as if I should have told him to go to hell, but Dean always knows how to burrow his way back under my skin, even after one of our regular arguments. Still, I've been thinking for a while that I should drop back through Tulepa and see Eli again, not to check on him but just to see how he's doing. Even today, after three years, I still have a niggling sensation in the back of my mind that maybe I didn't quite see everything that was going on in Tulepa.
 
   I guess there's no point phoning ahead, though, not if the town is still cut off. We'll just have to surprise him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   “Wow,” I mutter, turning away from the car and looking across the deserted town square, “this place is a dump! I mean, I've been to dumps before, but this is like a dump inside another dump. It's like...” I pause, trying to think of the right word. “Why the hell would anyone live in a town here? You'd have to be a complete idiot to stay in a place like this.”
 
   “It's not a dump,” Holly replies, pulling her case out of the trunk, “and the people here aren't idiots. Although...” She pauses for a moment. “I've got to admit, it seems even quieter than I remember.”
 
   “No kidding,” I continue, waiting for some sign of life. Feeling something crawling on my skin, I slap the back of my neck, causing a juicy black fly to buzz away. There are plenty of other flies around, too, which I guess is some kind of metaphor. “Are you sure Tulepa isn't like some kind of abandoned ghost town?” I ask. “Seriously, I haven't seen anyone since we arrived.”
 
   “It's late afternoon,” she points out. “The pace of life around these smaller towns can be very different sometimes.”
 
   “Life?” I turn to her. “What life?”
 
   “I told you it might be a culture shock.”
 
   “It's dirty as hell here,” I reply. Looking around, I see leaves all over the sidewalk, and it's clear that no-one has cut the grass on the town square for months. Turning to her, I watch as she struggles to get her suitcase out, and for the hundredth time in the past few weeks I can't help but notice a few wrinkles on the side of her face. She's getting old. Not that there's anything wrong with that, we all get old eventually, but she could do a little more to cover it up. “Seriously, babe, this place gives me the creeps. It's like we've come to the town that time forgot.”
 
   “I'll get us booked into a room,” she replies, wheeling her suitcase toward the hotel's front door. “At least it shouldn't be fully booked.”
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, turning to look back out across the square as I wait for some hint of other people in this crumby town. So far, all I've seen are a few fat flies buzzing past, and I'm genuinely starting to wonder if there's anyone else here. When Holly told me to expect somewhere quiet, I didn't think she meant a completely empty place that looks less like a functioning town and more like the forgotten back-lot of some old movie studio. Hearing a noise nearby, I turn just in time to see a fat little rat scurrying around the corner. I make my way over and look into the next street, but there's still no sign of activity.
 
   In fact, the whole town is deathly quiet, like... Deadsville, Dead County. How the hell do these people have any fun? I guess barn dances and cousin-chasing are what passes for a good time for a bunch of dumb hicks.
 
   Suddenly the silence is broken by my ring-tone, and when I check my phone I see that Sarah's trying to get in touch. I look over my shoulder to make sure Holly's still in the hotel, and then I answer the call.
 
   “Hey,” I whisper, keeping my voice low as I slip around the corner, “I can't really -”
 
   “Are you with her?”
 
   “Sarah, please -”
 
   “I thought you were gonna break it off with her?” she whines. “Dean, you said you'd finally decided to tell her about us and that was, like, a week ago!”
 
   “I will,” I reply, swatting away another fly, “it's just... It's not the right time, not yet. I've gotta be delicate.”
 
   “So when will it be the right time? When I'm at four months? Five? Or are you gonna wait until the baby's born and then maybe get around to telling her about me?”
 
   “Of course I won't wait that long,” I reply. “Sarah, babe, seriously... It's just delicate, you know? I don't want her freaking out on me, so I need to choose the right moment. The last thing I want is for her to get bitchy.”
 
   “Are you still sleeping with her?”
 
   Sighing, I realize I need to get her off the line fast. “I can't exactly stay on the couch.”
 
   “You need to break things off with Holly by Monday,” she replies, “or maybe I'll drop by her office some time and show her my bump. She's a doctor, isn't she? I'm sure she can put two and two together, especially after she almost caught us kissing last month.”
 
   “Don't do anything like that. Please, Sarah, don't be stupid. Just let me handle this. I'll end things with Holly soon, I swear.” Spotting movement nearby, I turn and see a girl watching me from a doorway. She's the first stranger I've seen since we got here, and damn, she's hot. Best of all, she's smiling at me like she knows exactly what I'd like to do to her, and her shirt looks to be one size too small, clinging just right to her chest, and open almost all the way down.
 
   Suddenly I realize that Sarah has been talking some more, but I didn't hear a word she said.
 
   “I'll break it off with Holly soon,” I stammer, figuring that's what she wants to hear the most. I can't break eye contact with the hot girl, though. “I swear.”
 
   “You've been saying that for months.”
 
   The hot girl winks at me.
 
   “I...” For a moment, all I can do is stare at her. This is like heaven come true.
 
   “Dean?” Sarah says after a moment. “Are you still there?”
 
   “Trust me.” Spotting movement at the door to the hotel, I turn and see Holly waving at me to join her. “Gotta go,” I whisper into the phone. “Do not call me again this weekend, okay? You've just gotta trust that I'm doing the right thing. I love you, babe.”
 
   Before she can reply, I cut the call and look back toward the hot girl, only to find that she's vanished. Still, she's gonna be in my dreams tonight, and I might just try to track her down later if I manage to slip away from Holly. After all, that girl blatantly wanted me, and I'm probably the first good-looking guy to set foot in this dump for years. Turning, I head over to where Holly's holding the door open for me.
 
   “Sorry,” she says, “I didn't mean to interrupt.”
 
   “Just my broker,” I tell her, kissing her cheek as I slip past and enter the foyer. To my surprise, there's actually a man behind the counter, shuffling some papers into a pile, albeit some ancient guy who looks like he should be wrapped in bandages and buried under a pyramid. He turns and gives me an old guy, dumb-ass smile, and I can immediately tell that he's harmless enough. “Hey buddy,” I say as I reach the counter. “I hope you've given us the best room in the house, yeah? We don't want some shoebox with a toilet at the other end of the corridor.”
 
   “I'm sure you'll be comfortable,” he replies dourly.
 
   “Got us the suite, did you?” I ask, turning to Holly.
 
   “I got us a room on the ground floor,” she replies, holding up a key. “I'm sure it'll be fine.”
 
   “If you hear some banging and some moaning sounds,” I continue, turning back to the guy behind the counter and patting his shoulder, “don't come knocking, okay?” With a wink, I turn and take the key from Holly and then we make our way across the foyer in search of room 105. “How much was it?” I ask. “Don't worry, I'll pay you back for my half in a couple of weeks.”
 
   “The guy at the counter seemed a little off,” she replies, keeping her voice low as we head along the corridor. “I asked him why the town was so quiet, but he just said it's always like this. I mean, it was quiet three years ago, but not this quiet.”
 
   “I guess the locals are happy with life at a snail's pace,” I mutter. “You don't have any male cousins in Tulepa, do you? Wouldn't want them to try lifting your skirt -”
 
   “Dean!” she hisses, grabbing the key from my hand. “Can you try to be a little less offensive?”
 
   Reaching the door to room 105, she gets it unlocked and then leads me into a cramped space that smells of dust and damp.
 
   “Please tell me this isn't our room,” I mutter, unable to hide my disappointment as I head to the window, hoping to crack it open and get some air in here. “I'm starting to think going to your Mom's place would've been a better option.” As I pull the curtain aside, I spot the hot girl outside on the other side of the parking lot; she smiles at me for a moment, before disappearing from view. Damn it, I think she actually wants to get some action.
 
   Glancing over my shoulder, I watch for a moment as Holly sets her suitcase on the table and starts to unzip the sides. It's barely bigger than a closet, and there are dark brown stains on one of the walls. I've stayed in some crumby joints over the years, but this is like stepping back into the 70s.
 
   “It's not paradise,” Holly says, as if she can read my thoughts, “but it's kind of fun, don't you think?”
 
   “I might take a look around later,” I tell her. “While you're off finding your uncle Eli, I mean.”
 
   “You're not going to come with me?”
 
   “Well, I want to see a little more of this place. You're right, I was being dismissive earlier, treating it like a caricature, so I should get a better angle and kinda flesh it out. Maybe I can meet some of the locals and find out what makes them tick, then we can meet up later and have dinner with your uncle. How does that sound?”
 
   “Sure,” she replies. “Whatever you want.”
 
   Turning to look back out the window, I see that there's no sign of the hot girl, but she definitely noticed me earlier and I've got a feeling she won't be too hard to locate. I just have to make sure I'm really discrete, because the last thing I want is to break up with Holly in this dusty little town, especially since there's probably only one bus a week out of here. Plus, it'd be a little inconvenient to have to find my own place when we get back to New York, so I need this relationship to keep bubbling along for at least a few more months. A moment later, I watch as a fly scurries past on the other side of the window pane; I bang on the glass, causing it to take flight.
 
   “I need to take a shower,” Holly says after a moment, “and then I'll head off to Eli's.”
 
   “You do that,” I mutter, before turning to her and watching as she heads to the bathroom. “I think I'll go look around, maybe sample some of the local hospitality.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   As soon as I get to Piebarton Road, I can tell that something's definitely not right. Not only is Eli's house an unkempt mess, but the other houses nearby are in no better state. All the lawns are untended, and the apple tree in the neighbor's garden looks as if it's on the verge of death, with rotten fruit all over the grass.
 
   It's almost as if everyone in Tulepa just gave up.
 
   When I get to Eli's door, I spot something else that doesn't make much sense. When I was here a few years ago, Tatty and I broke a window to get into the house, and that same window is still broken today, as if Eli never gave any thought to getting it repaired. I pause for a moment, before knocking on the door even though I'm starting to think there won't be any answer. Taking a step back, I look over toward the street and spot someone going into one of the other houses. There's definitely still life in Tulepa, then. Just not a lot.
 
   As if to prove that point, I spot a few fat flies buzzing through the air.
 
   After a couple of minutes, and having tried knocking a few more times, I make my way to the window and peer inside. The place looks much the same as I remember it from last time, although the broken window has allowed dirt and old leaves to get blown inside, and I figure there's no way anyone can actually be still living here, not in such filth. Realizing that I need to check for certain, however, I carefully climb through the broken window, struggling a little to keep from cutting myself on the glass. It's not easy, and I knock another broken piece to the floor, but somehow I'm able to make my way through. Once I'm inside, the fusty air is immediately striking, as is the sense of stillness. It's strange how you can tell when no-one has passed through a room for a while.
 
   In fact, I feel as no-one has been in here for years, maybe even not since Tatty and I came to search the place.
 
   “Eli?” I call out, just in case he didn't hear the knock at the door.
 
   Making my way through to the hallway, I glance up the stairs.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Eli?”
 
   When I get to the top floor, I check the bedroom and then I push the bathroom door open. Last time I was here, there was dried blood in the bath; that same blood is still there today, albeit fainter and darker now, as if it has just been left to dry on the porcelain. The mirror above the sink is broken, though, which I'm pretty sure wasn't the case before, so I guess maybe Eli has been here at least once, even if he didn't stick around. I don't understand what's going on, but there's no way he can be living here, not in such filth. I guess maybe he sold up and the place has been left to rot. I guess it might not be so easy to find Eli this time either, in which case I need to enlist some expert help.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hello?” I call out, after knocking again on the door to Tatty's parents' house. “Is anyone home?”
 
   Again, there's no answer. Last time I was here, this place was immaculate and well-maintained, but now it seems to have been left to go to ruin, just like the other houses in town. I take a step back and look up at the windows, but there's no sign of life, and I can't help wondering whether Tatty and her family moved away. I guess it's possible that Tulepa could have suffered some kind of economic collapse, even if everything seems to have gone to hell in just a few years. Sure, the town wasn't exactly full of life when I was here before, but it seemed to be rumbling along at its own speed. Sighing, I check my phone and see that once again I've got no signal. Swatting away a fly, I can't help but feel as if Tulepa is completely sealed off from the rest of the world, which seems impossible in the twenty-first century.
 
   “Great,” I mutter. “Talk about deja -”
 
   And then suddenly I hear someone singing.
 
   It's just a faint sound, and after a moment I realize that it's coming from around the back of the house. I make my way to the gate at the side and swing it open, and then I head around until I spot a figure sitting with her back to me on the steps that overlook the wild, overgrown garden. She's singing quietly, her voice sounding pained and delicate as she goes through a lullaby that I vaguely remember from my own childhood, and she seems to be rocking something gently in her arms. The scene is strangely peaceful, and I feel as if I shouldn't interrupt, but at the same time I need to know where I can find Tatty.
 
   “Hello?” I say cautiously, taking a step closer.
 
   The singing continues, and the woman doesn't look around.
 
   “Hey,” I continue, “I'm really sorry to disturb you, but I was looking for someone who used to live here.”
 
   Still she sings, and I can't help noticing that she has a young, pretty voice.
 
   “So sleep like an angel,” she continues, still rocking a bundle in her arms, “and know that you're loved. Mama is here to show you the way, so there's nothing to fear, no reason to cry. Mama loves you, my darling, and Mama always knows best...”
 
   “Hi -”
 
   Suddenly she stops singing, but she doesn't look round and she's still rocking whatever's in her arms. I guess she must have a baby, although from the lack of sound I'm starting to wonder if she's actually holding a doll.
 
   “I'm looking for a girl named Tatty,” I continue, feeling as if I'm definitely intruding. Finally, I take a step back. “Natalie Sutton? She used to live here with her parents. It's okay, though, I can -”
 
   Before I can finish, she turns toward me. She's young, younger than me, with shadowy bags under her eyes and chapped, sore-looking skin. It takes a moment, but with a sense of growing shock I realize that this is Tatty, albeit three years later and looking absolutely exhausted and worn down. She stares at me for a moment, as if she doesn't recognize me, but then finally a faint smile flickers across her face.
 
   “Holly?” she whispers, her voice sounding cracked and dry.
 
   “Hey,” I reply, stepping closer but stopping when I see the baby in her arms. Its face is completely still, stiller than resting or sleeping, almost as if...
 
   “I didn't expect to see you back in Tulepa any time,” Tatty continues in a flat tone. She tries to smile, but something about her expression seems unnatural, almost forced. “How long's it been? It must be years now.”
 
   “Three, I think.” I pause, before taking another step toward her. I can't help staring at the baby, waiting and hoping for it to move.
 
   “Oh,” Tatty says after a moment, as her smile broadens, “you're probably wondering about Robert, aren't you?” She looks down at the baby, which is clearly no more than a couple of months old, and slowly she places her hand against the child's face and strokes his cheek. “Yeah, a lot of things have kind of changed since the last time you were here. I had Robert on July third, the July just gone, so he's still very young. It's just me and him now, but we're muddling through.” She pauses for a moment, before leaning down and kissing the child's forehead. “They don't come with manuals. I'm still leaning how to do all of this.”
 
   “You are, huh?” Feeling distinctly uneasy, I glance back at her parents' house and see that several of the windows around this side are broken. In fact, the whole yard is a mess, with pieces of upturned patio furniture all over the place and dead flowers in the borders. Looking back at Tatty, I watch as she carefully tightens the stained shawl around the baby's body, as if to keep him warm. “Tatty,” I say cautiously, “do you... I'm a doctor, remember? Do you mind if I take a look at your son?”
 
   She turns to me with a frown, as if the request is surprising. “Why?”
 
   “Just...” Taking a deep breath, I can't help noticing that something seems very different in Tatty's eyes, as if all her vitality and enthusiasm has ebbed away. “I'd just like to see him, that's all. I promise I won't hurt him, I just want to hold him. Has he... Has he been checked over by a doctor since he was born?”
 
   “Why would he be?”
 
   “It's kind of...” Pausing, I realize that my worst fears are coming true. “There was a doctor present for the birth, wasn't there?”
 
   Her face twitches slightly.
 
   “We can worry about that later,” I continue, figuring that I shouldn't push her too much. “You said his name's Robert, right?”
 
   She pauses, before nodding.
 
   “So can I hold him?” Making my way closer, I sit next to her on the steps. The baby still hasn't moved at all, although his skin looks to be a fairly healthy color. A little pale, maybe, but there's no sign of the jaundice that I initially feared. I reach out for him, and Tatty hesitates for a moment before slowly letting me take him in my arms. “He's beautiful,” I tell her, relieved to find that his weight seems pretty good, albeit slightly on the low side. “Who's the father?”
 
   “Someone in town.”
 
   “Do you have a -”
 
   “Just someone in town,” she blurts out, almost as if she's on the verge of panicking. “I don't... You know.”
 
   “Sure,” I reply, realizing that this is another subject I should perhaps avoid for now. I run the side of a finger against the baby's face, and I'm surprised to find that he's warm. He's breathing, too, but I still can't help worrying that he's sick. After all, he hasn't even opened his eyes since Tatty and I started talking. “So where are your parents, huh?” I ask after a moment, turning back to her. “How are they liking having a grandson?”
 
   “They -” She pauses. “They're dead.”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I reply, genuinely shocked. “What... Do you mind if I ask what happened?”
 
   “Mom...” Another pause. “Mom died, and then a few months later Dad died.” Another faint twitch crosses her face. “It was really sad and all, but... It's not like we can't manage. Robert and I are doing just fine, considering.”
 
   I look back at the house again. It looks so cold and empty, as if – like Eli's – the place has just been left to rot. “What was the cause of death?” I ask finally, turning back to Tatty. I'm referring to her parents, of course, but frankly I feel as if I could ask the same question about the town itself.
 
   “They just...” She swallows hard. “They just died of natural causes.”
 
   “Did Doctor Conyne describe it that way?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “Sounds like a hell of a doctor,” I reply, looking back down at Robert. “And did -”
 
   Suddenly I stop as I see that the child has finally opened his eyes. He's staring up at me blankly, with a calm, concentrated expression. The gray morning sky is reflected in his gaze, and after a moment his face twitches slightly, just enough to show me that he can move.
 
   “He doesn't cry much, does he?” I say after a moment.
 
   “No,” Tatty replies, “I'm very lucky.”
 
   “But he cries sometimes, doesn't he?”
 
   She pauses. “Not for a while now. He cried a lot when he was born.” She turns and points over at the far side of the decking. “Right there.”
 
   Turning, I'm shocked to see a dark patch that appears to be stained into the wood. I don't want to believe that it's blood from the birth, but when I turn back to Tatty I can't shake the feeling that she's dealt with this whole situation alone. Figuring that I need to be more subtle with my questions, I look down at Robert again.
 
   “Do you mind if I give him a quick exam?”
 
   Another pause. “Okay,” she says finally, softly.
 
   Pulling the shawl open, I take a look at the baby's chest, but everything seems fine. When I move lower, however, I find that part of his umbilical cord is still attached, albeit partially rotten now.
 
   “Was this never removed?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “I was wondering about it. I didn't want to damage him.”
 
   Reaching down, I pull the cord and find that it's so rotten, it comes away in my hand, quickly disintegrating into dry flakes and leaving residue on my fingers. “It should have been removed immediately,” I tell her. “You're lucky there was no infection. Didn't Doctor Conyne know how to fix it?”
 
   “He hasn't seen her,” she replies.
 
   I turn to her, not entirely shocked. “Why not?”
 
   “He died too,” she explains. “A long time ago now, right after you left. He just...” Her voice trails off for a moment. “Well, you know, like the others.”
 
   “What others?” I ask, before realizing what she meant. “You mean that twelve o'clock thing?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “Is that still happening?” I ask incredulously.
 
   “No,” she replies with a smile, “don't be silly. Of course it isn't, there wouldn't be anyone left in Tulepa if someone was still dying every day at noon.” She pauses yet again, almost as if she needs regular stops in the conversation. “It slowed to once a week,” she continues finally, with a smile that seems a little more genuine now, “always on Sundays, and then it became once a month. The first day of each month, at midday although... Well, eventually it moved forward to 11am.” Another pause, and I swear she's struggling to contain a smile. “You know how it goes,” she adds finally. “You're still a doctor, right? You of all people should understand that death is a totally natural part of life.”
 
   “Not quite like that, though,” I point out. “Has no-one gone to get help?”
 
   “We're kind of a closed community.”
 
   “Sure, but still -”
 
   “We like it that way,” she adds. “Holly, seriously, you can't expect to come back after all these years and understand us. We're happy like this.”
 
   “Even you?” I wait for an answer, but she simply nods, and her smile is growing now. “Tatty,” I continue, “three years ago you were... I don't know how to phrase it, exactly, but you seemed separate from the rest of the town, it was like you were observing them. You told me about your photo project, remember? You were trying to document all the weirdness.” Again, I wait for a reply, but none comes. “So what happened?”
 
   She shrugs. “I grew up.”
 
   “You did, huh?”
 
   “I'm a woman now.” She reaches over and takes Robert back into her arms, while another fly buzzes around us. “I threw away that stupid camera and I got on with living a normal life. I'm a mother. Are you a mother, Holly?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “So you don't really understand.”
 
   “Well, I've had a lot of patients who -”
 
   “You don't know what it's like,” she adds, interrupting me. “It's one thing to watch other people go through it, but until you've actually experienced it yourself.” She looks down at her child. “I just like sitting here, singing to him. One day he's going to grow up and be a big man, a big strong man, the kind we need. There are a few other babies in Tulepa, too. None were born for a while, but then we realized we needed to get working on the next generation. Obviously it takes a while, they can't shoot up overnight, but give it a few years and we'll have young people in town again. Tulepa's on the way back up.”
 
   “Sure it is,” I reply, trying to figure out what's wrong here and how I can help her. “Tatty... Would you be willing to come with me so we can get you checked over by someone?”
 
   “In Tulepa?”
 
   “No, not in Tulepa. I'd like to take you to my place for a while. You and Robert can stay with me for a few days, and I have a friend who I think -”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Tatty, please, at least think about -”
 
   “I don't want to leave,” she replies, sounding a little defensive as she interrupts me. “You can't make me.”
 
   “I know, but I really think you'd benefit from some proper help.”
 
   I wait for a reply, but she's focusing on stroking Robert's face now, almost as if she's hoping I'll simply go away.
 
   “I need to feed her,” she adds finally. “I'd like to do that in private, if you don't mind. I want to -”
 
   Suddenly she stops, and a flicker of doubt crosses her face.
 
   “Tatty?” I say after a moment. “Are you okay?”
 
   She's still looking down at Robert, but she's completely still now and her body seems to be trembling.
 
   “Tatty? What's wrong, are you -”
 
   Before I can finish, she turns toward me and screams, her eyes filled with terror for just a moment before the scream stops and she flicks back to normal. She looks down at her child, and for a couple of seconds she seems to be struggling to compose herself before, finally, she smiles at me again.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she says calmly. “Just a nervous habit I've gotten into lately.”
 
   My heart is pounding as I stare at her. “You... scream like that a lot?”
 
   “Sometimes. It helps me focus.”
 
   “Tatty -”
 
   “Please just leave me be,” she says firmly. “I really need to feed Robert. Alone.”
 
   “Of course.” Realizing that she wants me to leave, I get to my feet. I have to help her, but I can't force the matter; I need to find some other way to get through to her. “I'll be back to see you again soon,” I tell her. “Okay?”
 
   “You don't need to worry about me.”
 
   “I'll be back anyway.” I wait for a reply, but she's focusing on Robert now. “Just one more thing,” I continue. “The whole town seems to have gone downhill. I know it was quiet three years ago, but it still felt lived in. Today it's more like the place is falling apart. Do you know where I can find my uncle Eli?”
 
   She pauses, before looking up at me. “Oh,” she says calmly, “he's around.”
 
   “So you've seen him?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “Do you have any idea where he'd be right now?”
 
   “Around.”
 
   “Just around?”
 
   “He's kind of everywhere. I'm sure you'll find him soon.”
 
   “I'm sure I will,” I reply, feeling distinctly uneasy. “Is he... Do you know if he's okay?”
 
   A faint smile crosses her lips. “Why wouldn't he be?”
 
   “Just wondering. I went to his house and there was no sign of him.”
 
   “Then I guess he's not there. He's somewhere, though.”
 
   “I guess he's not.” I pause for a moment, trying to work out how I can snap her out of this daze she seems to be in.
 
   “And now I need to feed my son,” she says finally, as if she wants to draw a line under my visit. “I really enjoy doing that, but I don't want anyone watching. It's a private thing between a mother and her son. You wouldn't understand?”
 
   “Do you know how to do it properly?” I ask. “If you like, I could -”
 
   “No,” she says firmly, “you couldn't. You're not a mother.” She stares at me for a moment. “I like doing it in private. I don't like being watched.”
 
   “Sure,” I reply, taking a step back. “I should go and keep looking for Eli anyway, but... I'll see you again before I leave, okay?”
 
   “There's really no need,” she tells me, forcing a smile before looking back down at her son. “I'm fine here.”
 
   As she starts singing again, and preparing to feed Robert, I turn and head back toward the side of the house. I can't help glancing over my shoulder at her, though, and watching as she gently rocks the child. Last time I was in Tulepa, I had a sense that something was wrong, but now I'm certain. The girl sitting on those steps might look like Tatty, she might have the same face and some of the same mannerisms, but it's almost like someone else was staring out at me through her eyes.
 
   Feeling a sudden tickling sensation on the side of my face, I swat away another fly. I swear, there are more flies than people in Tulepa these days.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   “Hey, wait up!”
 
   Hurrying along the street, I reach the next corner just after the hot girl slips out of sight, but now once again there's no sign of her. I swear, for the past few minutes she's been teasing me mercilessly, constantly appearing and smiling at me before disappearing again. I'm all for girls playing hard to get, but this is starting to feel like too much of a chase, especially when I'm still not certain I'll get a proper payoff at the end. Still, I guess these hillbillies need to entertain themselves somehow, so maybe it's a good thing to loosen her up a little.
 
   “Hey!” I call out, looking around but seeing no sign of life. “Can you cut a guy some slack? I don't have all the time in the world for this!”
 
   “Of course you don't.”
 
   Spinning around, I see to my relief that she's standing in a nearby doorway, grinning at me as if she's expecting some serious action. Now that I'm closer, I can see that she's drop-dead gorgeous, like the kind of girl you'd see in a movie about a hot city guy who comes out and educates a rural girl. Damn it, this situation couldn't be any more cliched, not unless she was chewing on some corn, but I'm not one to complain. I make my way over to her, unable to take my eyes off her very, very prominent cleavage.
 
   “Like what you see?” she asks with a smile.
 
   “I'm a simple man in some ways,” I reply, leaning against the wall next to her and swatting away another fly, “and yeah, I do like what I see. Do you go about like this all the time, or did you make a special effort for me?”
 
   “Wanna see more?”
 
   I can't help but laugh. “Very much so,” I tell her, “but -” Glancing back along the dusty street, I check for a moment to make sure no-one's watching us. After all, this whole situation feels too good to be true, and the last thing I want is for some hick pimp to show up demanding money for a roll in the hay. “You can be discrete, right?” I ask, turning back to the girl. “I mean, I need to keep things a little... under the radar, if you know what I mean. I'm a man with many irons in many fires.”
 
   “You're worried about your girlfriend finding out?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   “Relax,” she continues, stepping closer until her body is pressing against mine. “I don't give a damn about your girlfriend. She looked kinda stuck up, anyway. All I want is you. Nice and simple.”
 
   “Well,” I reply, leaning closer to kiss her, “I like nice and I like simple.”
 
   Pulling back, she takes my hand and leads me through the doorway, into what looks like some old storeroom.
 
   “It's not exactly romantic,” I mutter, “but I've done it in worse places. What did you say your name was again, honey?”
 
   “Brittany,” she replies, letting go of my hand and heading over to the far wall, before stopping and turning to me. Reaching up, she starts slowly unbuttoning her shirt. “You can call me Brit, if you like. Or anything, really.” She smiles. “I respond to most commands. In fact, I don't think I've ever refused anything in my life.”
 
   Feeling like Christmas has come early, I step closer. “And do you often seduce strangers who happen to come into town?”
 
   “I don't know,” she replies, licking her lips. “You're the first stranger I've seen in a long time. Around here, everyone kinda knows everyone else already.”
 
   “Then I guess I'll have to -” Hearing movement nearby, I turn just in time to see another guy stepping into the room. He's around Brittany's age, and there's a kind of blank expression on his face, as if he was expecting to find us. “Woah,” I continue, taking a step back and holding my hands up, “hey, I don't know what the hell's going on here -”
 
   “Calm down,” Brittany says, slipping out the final button on her shirt, “that's just my boyfriend. His name's Jordan.”
 
   “Your boyfriend?”
 
   “It's cool,” Jordan says, leaning against the wall. “Carry on. I just came to watch.”
 
   “He loves watching,” Brittany adds.
 
   “I'm not really into this kinky stuff,” I tell them, starting to feel as if I need to get out of here. “Seriously, I thought this was just gonna be a bit of fun. You know, a random guy and a random girl getting together for a good time...”
 
   “It's not like I'm gonna join in,” Jordan continues. “I just like to watch. Brit's so good at what she does, and I get a real kick out of seeing her like this. She likes it too. I can tell she's ready for you, it'd be a shame if you disappointed her. Just pretend I'm not here.”
 
   “It's that easy, huh?” Still feeling unsettled, I turn to Brittany just as she starts pulling her shirt open. Damn it, every atom in my body is telling me to run but at the same time, this girl is so goddamn fine, I'd regret it for the rest of my life if I turned down a chance with her. To be honest, this situation is kind of a long-held fantasy of mine. “You swear you'll just watch?” I ask, turning back to Jordan. “I mean it, dude, I'm okay with you being there, I guess maybe you wanna make sure I don't hurt your girl, but there's no way in hell I want you trying to join in.”
 
   “You're fine,” he replies. “Go on, get on with it.”
 
   Before I can reply, I feel Brittany putting her arms on my waist from behind, and I already know that there's no way I can resist. I'm a smart guy, honestly, but sometimes other instincts take over. When a man is presented with this kind of possibility, it'd be unnatural for him to not explore it as much as possible.
 
   “It's just fun to see from different angles,” Jordan continues. “You can understand that, right? It's so rare for her to get a chance with a new guy, and I know she likes it more when she's exploring new territory. She's so hot for you right now, I'm sure you don't wanna disappoint her.”
 
   “I've never disappointed a woman in my life,” I tell him, before turning to Brittany, “and I sure as hell don't intend to start now.” With that, I lean closer and kiss the girl on the lips.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “Dean?” I call out, pushing the door open but immediately finding that he's not in the hotel room. “Damn it, where are you? We need to get out of here!”
 
   Checking my phone, I find that of course I still don't have signal, which means calling for help is out of the question. We'll have to drive to the next town and tell them that something's seriously wrong in Tulepa. After all, I don't know exactly what was wrong with Tatty just now, but I'm certain that she wasn't herself. I just wish I'd done something when I was here before, but at least I can correct that mistake now. God knows why no-one else has tried to help yet, but I'll worry about that later. Right now, I just need to get going.
 
   Heading out of the room, I hurry to reception, where the old man at the desk is still going through his paperwork. A couple of flies are crawling across the counter, but he doesn't seem to care.
 
   “Hey,” I say as I reach him, “do you have a phone I can use?”
 
   He nods toward the far wall, where an old payphone looks like it hasn't been used for years.
 
   “Does it work?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “Of course it does.”
 
   “Thanks.” Turning, I head across the foyer.
 
   “Only local calls, mind,” he adds.
 
   Stopping in my tracks, I pause for a moment before turning to him. “What did you say?”
 
   “It only works for local calls,” he continues. “You can call anyone you like, so long as they're in Tulepa.”
 
   “Great,” I mutter. “What about the internet? Is there somewhere I can get online?”
 
   “Used to be a computer in the library,” he replies, “but that broke a while back. No-one's quite gotten around to fixing it.”
 
   “Figures,” I reply. “Have you seen my boyfriend anywhere?”
 
   “The guy you checked in with?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “He's...” Pausing, he finally starts smiling. “Well, I think he's enjoying himself right now.” He closes his eyes, and his smile broadens. “Oh yeah, he's definitely enjoying himself.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I take a step toward him, starting to feel increasingly uneasy. “Do you know where I can find him?”
 
   “He's so enthusiastic,” the old man continues, with his eyes still closed and an expression of... Well, if I didn't know better, I'd say he looks like he's really enjoying himself. “I've gotta admit, he looked like a lazy kinda guy at first, the type to coast along on his good looks, but he's really giving it his all.” He pauses, before letting out a slow, drawled gasp. “Hell, it's been a long time. The other view isn't bad, either.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask. I wait, but the old man doesn't answer; it's almost as if he's lost in his thoughts. “Where is he?” I continue. “I have to find him right now!”
 
   “Oh, he's in a building about three blocks from here,” he replies, with his eyes still shut. After a moment, he licks his lips. “He and Brittany are having a fine old time, and Jordan...” Another pause, and this time his whole body seems to shudder. “Man oh man, we should have strangers in town more often. I'd forgotten how good it could feel to get a little fresh blood involved. Being alone is fine, but sometimes you just run out of new ideas.”
 
   Realizing that he seems to be caught up in a world of his own, I turn and hurry to the front door. I don't know exactly what's going on in town, but I figure I'd rather go and find help from out of town instead of trying to get to the bottom of it myself. As soon as I reach the sidewalk outside the hotel, however, I realize that there's a figure standing nearby, watching me. Just as with Tatty earlier, it takes a moment before I recognize the figure's face; he's changed over the past three years, but I'd recognize that smile anywhere.
 
   “Hello Holly,” Eli says calmly, looking older and thinner, and a little scruffier than before. He's wearing the same yellow shirt, too, although it's more faded now and there are a few buttons missing. “You really, really shouldn't have come back, but in a way I'm glad you did. What happened? Did you feel guilty again?”
 
   “I...” Staring at him, I can't shake the feeling that he finds me amusing. “Eli, I...”
 
   “Eli, you... what?”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but no words come out. I want to believe that everything's okay, that I'm just overreacting, but with each second that passes I'm starting to think that maybe the situation is worse than I imagined.
 
   “Do you want me to lie to you again?” Eli asks finally. “Do you want me to tell you that everything's fine here+”
 
   “This place,” I continue, looking around and seeing that there's still no sign of anyone else in the town square, “it's like...” Turning back to Eli, I realize that he's waiting for me to continue, almost like he's enjoying my confusion. “What's happening in Tulepa?” I ask finally. “The whole place is falling apart, but...”
 
   Looking back into the hotel, I see that the old man at the counter still has his eyes closed, and his head is tilted back as if he's experiencing almost orgasmic delight. I watch him for a moment, filled with a growing sense of unease.
 
   “You'll have to be a little more specific with your questions,” Eli says after a moment. “I'm afraid I'm finding it rather hard to concentrate, given the distractions that are taking place elsewhere. Your boyfriend, by the way, is quite a goer. As a man, he's pitiful, but in pure animal terms he's certainly got some decent qualities.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, turning back to him. “Eli, I need you to tell me what's really happening here. Where's Dean?”
 
   “Is that his name?” He smiles. “Hell, I didn't even think to ask. I could take you to him, but I really don't think you'd like it. I'm afraid he's being something of a naughty boy right now, although I imagine it's not the first time.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask, looking across the town square. “Dean!” I shout. “Where are you?”
 
   “He won't hear you,” Eli continues, taking a step toward me. “Holly, listen, I tried, I really did... I told you not to come back, and I really thought you were smart enough to listen to that advice. The thing is, though... After you left three years ago, I started thinking maybe I should have let you in more, told you what was really happening. And now here you are, almost as if God is giving me a second chance.”
 
   “What's happening here?” I ask, holding my ground as he comes closer. I don't want to believe the worst about my uncle, but at the same time there's a hint of genuine menace in his eyes. Instinctively, I reach into my pocket and take out my car keys, just in case I have to get out of here in a hurry.
 
   “I was so alone,” he replies with a heavy sigh. “All those years, just sitting around in the house, barely even daring to go out and buy food. I was the town freak, the weirdo, the guy people avoid when they see him in the store. I knew what they were thinking, I could see it in their eyes. I started avoiding being seen in public as much as possible, just so I wouldn't feel them staring at me. You can't imagine what that's like, Holly... Just staying home and looking up at the ceiling, lost in your own thoughts, only going out once a month or so to buy more supplies. At first, for a year or two, I found I could keep myself more or less happy in my mind, but eventually I got so bored of my own thoughts. Still, there was nothing to do except sit there in the house, just thinking and thinking and...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment. Frowning, he looks across the town square, as if some long-forgotten memory is drifting back to the surface.
 
   “The change happened so slowly. This was all many years ago, of course, just after you guys moved away and long before you came to visit. At first I thought I was insane, but I began to sense these whispers in the back of my head. I really, truly thought I was losing my mind, but gradually, over several months, I realized that the whispers were real, and that they were coming from outside. I didn't even know such a thing was possible.”
 
   “Outside?” I ask, starting to wonder if he's suffering from schizophrenic delusions. “What do you mean, Eli? How were they coming from outside?”
 
   “I could hear the thoughts of other people,” he continues, his voice filled with a sense of wonder. “At first just people who were close, people walking past the house and sometimes the neighbors, but later I started to hear the whole town. I learned to focus on one of them at a time, to pick each of them out like strands from a ball of yarn. That was the hardest part, really. It took months and months, but I got it eventually. I honestly don't know how I developed that power, I can only assume that I accidentally calmed my own thoughts in just the right way to open my mind to the possibilities. So for several months, I spent my every waking moment listening to other people's lives. Men, women, husbands, wives, children... Good people, bad people, lovers, liars, I let them all in”
 
   “Eli,” I reply, my mind racing as I try to work out how I can help him, “you have to realize that even though these voices might have seemed real -”
 
   “Then I realized I could change them,” he says suddenly, turning to me. “As well as letting their thoughts into my mind, I could extend my thoughts into theirs. How about that, huh? It was the most amazing revelation, but I realized I could go into their heads and nudge their thoughts in any direction I wanted. Obviously I had to practice and focus, but over time I learned to make them do what I wanted. Just little things at first, all from the comfort of my own bed. I reached out to them one at a time and made them do silly little things. I made Doctor Conyne staple his own thumb one afternoon, just to see if I could make him hurt himself, and I could! I made Alice Hurley sleep with the old man who lived across the road from her, just to see if I could!” He smiles. “Soon I wasn't just hearing their thoughts, I was experiencing their lives.”
 
   “Eli -”
 
   “When David Barnaby broke his leg in a cycling accident, I felt that pain,” he continues, taking a step closer. He seems a little breathless now, as if the excitement is almost too much. “When Joyce Rutherford burned her hand on the oven, I felt it. When Jane Wallace slept with her deadbeat husband, I felt her misery and discomfort and I felt his ecstasy, both at the same time. I was looking out through their eyes...”
 
   “Eli -”
 
   “And slowly their own minds faded away,” he hisses, his eyes ablaze with excitement. “Can you imagine that? Can you imagine inhabiting the minds of two people, then three, then a whole family, then a whole street and finally a whole town? It took a long time to be able to manage more than one at the same time, but I just stayed in bed and practiced for a few years and finally I became the master of everyone in Tulepa. I could control every living person, I could see the world through their eyes and hear through their ears, and taste through their mouths and touch...” He holds up his left hand, admiring it for a moment. “Every moment of pain, every moment of pleasure... I felt it all.”
 
   I wait for him to continue, but he seems completely lost in this fantasy.
 
   “Eli,” I say finally, taking a step toward him, “you have to realize that none of those things actually happened. They couldn't have.”
 
   Turning to me, he smiles.
 
   “Eli,” I continue, “please, I know that deep down -”
 
   “Alfred Packer,” he says suddenly.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “He used to run the convenience store,” he continues. “Remember? The very first place you went to after you arrived in Tulepa three years ago was that store. You bought, what was it... Coffee drinks? In those little pouches? I was in his mind at the time, just as I was in everyone's by then. That was me talking to you through his mouth, and I couldn't believe it when I realized who you were.”
 
   “Eli...”
 
   “Of course, I had to pretend I didn't know,” he adds quickly, almost as if he's proud. “It was difficult, I never expected you or anyone from the family to show up, so I panicked a little. I knew you'd want to see me, the real me, but by that point I'd almost wasted away entirely. It took a few hours before I could haul myself up and inhabit my original body. I'd almost forgotten how to do that, but again, I picked it up pretty quickly.” He pauses. “Doctor Conyne, Captain Lucas, the man at the hotel desk... I was all of them at once, all talking to you. The only ones I can't control are children. I can get into the minds of babies, but then from the age of about six months they're able to lock me out. It seems I have to wait until they hit puberty before I can take full control. I don't know why, but it's not a major inconvenience.”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that he truly believes all of this. My poor, sick uncle has constructed this fantasy in his mind, and he truly believes he's become some sort of super-human. I want to cry, but right now I just have to find a way to help him.
 
   “I'll prove it to you,” he says suddenly, taking another step toward me. “It takes a little time to wriggle my thoughts into a new body, but don't you feel me already, Holly? I'm starting to curl my way into your mind.”
 
   “Eli,” I reply cautiously, “I think you need to come with me so I can get you some psychiatric help.” I can't help but sigh. “See?” I add with a smile. “I'm in your head right now, Holly, speaking with your own -”
 
   Gasping, I take a step back. My heart is pounding now as I realize that, just for a moment, I started speaking someone else's thoughts, as if Eli really was able to get into my head.
 
   “Do you believe me now,” he asks, “or do I have to demonstrate some more?”
 
   “Eli...” I take another step back, keen to not let him get too close. I know everything he told me is insane, that none of it can possibly be true, but at the same time I definitely felt a flash of something in my mind, something that caused me to say words that weren't my own thoughts.
 
   “I can tell you need more proof,” he says after a moment. “I understand. It's a lot to take in.”
 
   “Eli,” I reply, “please, it's me, I'm in your head again, Holly. Speaking through your mouth, feeling through your skin. There's a fly on the back of your neck. Can you feel it tickling your flesh? Swat it away!”
 
   Trying not to panic, I realize that not only did those alien words just come out of my mouth, but they were telling the truth about the fly: I can feel its legs crawling across my flesh, just below the hairline at the top of my neck, but I can't manage to reach up and swat it away. No matter how hard I try, I just can't get my hands to move.
 
   Suddenly my right hand flicks up, as if it's out of my control, and slaps the back of my neck. A moment later, the same hand moves in front of me, and I see the squashed fly in the palm.
 
   “Now do you believe me?” Eli asks.
 
   Suddenly able to move my hand properly again, I wipe the fly's corpse away. “Hypnosis,” I mutter, trying desperately not to panic even though my mind is racing. I'm getting a headache, too, and I feel as if I need to get out of here as quickly as possible. “You must have somehow hypnotized me...”
 
   “Holly...”
 
   “It's the only thing that makes sense!” I shout, close to tears. “Everything you just told me is impossible, Eli! Not one word of it can actually be true!”
 
   “Holly, please -”
 
   “It can't be!” I yell, although I quickly get myself back under control. I can't let him freak me out, I can't allow his craziness to get into my thoughts.
 
   He sighs. “Everyone in Tulepa is me now,” he continues, stepping closer. “Holly, their original minds have been pushed deep down into the depths of their souls. In some cases, they've even vanished entirely. The newer ones, the stronger ones, are still lingering, I have to keep them away, but most are gone. The whole town is basically my mind now, inhabiting a whole lot of different bodies at once.” He smiles. “What about Natalie? Or Tatty, as I think she prefers to be known? I took over her body just after you left three years ago. She was just at the right point of puberty for me to get into her thoughts, and that's when I realized that I need to start a new generation.” He chuckles at the thought. “Let me tell you, the sex between all my different bodies was quite an unusual experience. I was basically -”
 
   “No!” I shout, feeling as if I need to get away from here so I can get my thoughts together. “I don't know how you're doing this, Eli, but you have to stop!”
 
   “I can't,” he replies darkly. “This is my town now. I'm everyone in Tulepa, all at once. Holly -” He reaches out to grab my arm, but I pull away. “You won't let me touch you?” he asks. “That's sad. Fortunately, I'm also right behind you.”
 
   Spinning around, I see that an elderly woman has managed to sneak up behind me. She tries to put a hand on my shoulder but I push her away and step back, just as I notice that several other locals are emerging from nearby buildings. Turning, I start to realize that I'm slowly being surrounded.
 
   “They're all me,” Eli explains. “I'm in their heads, feeling through their bodies, seeing through their eyes, all at once. There's nowhere for you to run, Holly. There's no reason for you to run, either. I'm glad you're here, I want to share all of this with you.”
 
   “Where's Dean?” I ask, trying to stay calm.
 
   “He's busy.”
 
   “Where is he?” I shout.
 
   “Don't worry about him. He's -”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   He pauses for a moment. “You shouldn't worry about that man. He's not good for you, but it's okay, he's out of the picture now.”
 
   “I'm getting the police,” I reply, hurrying past him and heading to my car, only for two men to stand in my way. Stopping, I realize that they're staring at me with the same hint of menace that I saw in Eli's eyes a moment ago.
 
   “I can't let you leave,” one of the men says. “If you -”
 
   “- go and tell people,” the other man continues with a smile, “I might get in a lot of trouble.”
 
   Turning, I see the same smile on Eli's face.
 
   “I told you not to come back,” he says after a moment. “Please, Holly, always remember that I tried to keep you out of this. It was your decision to come back.”
 
   “Dean!” I shout, turning and looking across the town square. “Dean, we have to -”
 
   Suddenly I feel someone grabbing my arm, and a fraction of a second later I'm pulled back by the two men who were blocking my way to the car. Spinning around, I lash out with my keys, catching one of the men on the side of his face. He and his friend both let out a gasp, and I'm able to twist free and start running, only to spot a woman and another man standing in front of the car.
 
   “Holly,” the woman says calmly, “please, let's not make this too dramatic.”
 
   Turning again, I realize that a small crowd is gathering now, coming closer across the town square as if they're trying to block off all my escape routes. Eli is watching me from a few meters away, as if he's slightly amused by the fact that I'm panicking.
 
   “I want try to teach you how I do this,” he says after a moment. “You're family, maybe you can learn. After all, I'm no genius, I'm just a recluse who picked up a trick or two. I figure there must be something different about my brain that lets me do all of this, and maybe whatever it is, you've got it too.”
 
   “You're insane!” I shout. “You're right, I should stay and -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I realize that somehow he did it again: he got into my head and made me start saying things that weren't coming from my thoughts at all. Sensing movement nearby, I turn just as an elderly woman tries to grab my arm. Pulling away, I turn and hurry past the hotel and then along a narrow street, desperate to get away from Eli so that I can find some other way out of Tulepa. Once I get away, I'll be able to gather my thoughts and see what's really happening, but right now Eli's somehow managed to drag me into it all.
 
   “Where do you think you're going?” Eli calls after me. “Holly, you're not thinking this through!”
 
   Ignoring him I race along the street and then around the next corner, only to see two women coming the other way.
 
   “Don't make this harder,” one of the women says with a smile. “I'm going to teach you how to do this.”
 
   Turning, I ran back along the street and then take a different route, racing further away from the town square. Spotting an open door in the back of a building, I look up and see a sign for Doctor Conyne's office. Figuring that if anyone in town had a proper phone it'd be the doctor, I make my way through the door and into the rear of the building, only to stop as soon as I find myself in a cloud of fat, buzzing flies. I start brushing them away as I head along the corridor, but when I get to the main office I see that there's no phone on the desk. There are more flies buzzing all around me as I push open the door to Conyne's surgery, but when I try the phone in the corner I find that it only works for local calls. I guess there's no way to contact the outside world, so I'm just going to have to get out of Tulepa on foot.
 
   “Holly!” a voice calls out in the distance. “How do you think you're going to hide from me? I'm everywhere.”
 
   Hurrying across the room, I push open the next door and find myself in a storeroom, and then I open the door at the far end, finally reaching a small, open yard with -
 
   Stopping suddenly, I stare with horror at the piles of dead, rotting corpses that have been left here. Men, women, children, all left out in the afternoon air and in various stages of decomposition, with thousands of flies buzzing all around and maggots working their way through the corpses' flesh. I know I have to turn and run, but I'm frozen to the spot as I realize that these bodies have been dumped in their clothes, some putrefied and old, some much more recent, some just bones with a few patches of skin. I'm so shocked by the sight, I don't even brush away the flies that have landed on my face. All I can do is stare at the bodies, as the crawling, foul-smelling horror fills my eyes and as watery skin sloughs from some of the bones, dripping down onto the concrete floor where thick maggots are crawling through the remains.
 
   “I buried the first ones,” a familiar voice says behind me, “but digging all those graves got kind of tiring.”
 
   Turning, I see Eli smiling at me, with several other locals right behind him.
 
   “Don't worry,” he continues, stepping closer, “I'm not going to hurt you. After all, you're family. I'm just going to make you understand.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   “You were so good at that,” Brittany says as she buttons her shirt back up. “It's been a while since a man made me moan so much.”
 
   “What can I say?” I reply with a faint smile, as I step back into my pants. “I know how to please a woman.” Glancing at the door, I realize the shouting outside seems to have stopped. I kept telling myself I was imagining it all, but there were times a moment ago when I thought I heard Holly calling my name.
 
   “The way you kept your rhythm was really good,” Brittany's boyfriend says, still watching from the other side of the room. “That's some stamina you've got there, Dean.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter, not really wanting to discuss anything with him. To be honest, as much as I enjoyed going at it with Brittany, I could have done without her creepy boyfriend watching the whole time. I tried not to look at him, of course, but once or twice I noticed him keeping his eyes fixed firmly on us, and there was a strange expression on his face, almost as if he was enjoying himself a little too much. Still, if these freaks want to get off on something a little kinky, I guess that's not my problem.
 
   Turning to Brittany, I see that she's already fixing her hair. “You might wanna take a pill,” I remind her. “We don't want any little Deans running around in Tulepa, huh?”
 
   “Actually,” she replies with a smile, “that was kind of the whole point.”
 
   Frowning, I realize that she seems to find something funny.
 
   “Let's just say,” she continues, “that the gene pool in Tulepa was getting kind of shallow. Ever since I started this new program to get a new generation going, I had to consider the problem of... Well, limited resources. I guess maybe it's good to have a few strangers pass through town every so often, provided they don't mind sharing their seed. I should have thought of this sooner.”
 
   “Huh,” I reply, starting to feel as if this Brittany girl sounds less like a hot girl and more like someone with a plan. “Well, I hope you won't be expecting any help if you are pregnant. I mean, I'm happy to provide where I can, but things haven't been so great lately.” I wait for her to laugh, but she sure seems to be taking everything seriously now that we've finished the deed. Glancing at Jordan, I realize that he's still watching me calmly. “And you're okay with all of this?” I ask. “I mean, I'm not one to judge, but you guys seem to be taking the concept of an open relationship a lot further than most people.”
 
   “I have my reasons,” Jordan says calmly.
 
   I force a smile, but I'm already thinking it's time to get out of here. These guys are a little too relaxed about their kinks.
 
   “So I hope this'll just stay between the two of us,” I continue, turning to Brittany. “Or the three of us, anyway. Like I said before, discretion is very much appreciated.”
 
   “Oh,” she replies with a grin, “I can assure you, only you and I will ever know.”
 
   “Well...” Pausing, I realize it's not just Jordan who's giving off weird vibes now. “I hope you had fun,” I add finally.
 
   “I did,” they both say at once.
 
   I turn to Jordan, then back to Brittany. “You kids are pretty weird, you know that? No offense, and all.”
 
   “Depends how you define weird,” they both reply, almost as if they're sharing one mind. Suddenly they both take a step toward me, and it's a move that seems calculated, as if they planned it right from the start. “From my point of view,” they both continue, “you're the one who really isn't fitting in. Don't worry, though. Soon you'll be just like the rest of us.”
 
   “Is that right?” I ask, edging toward the door. “As much fun as this has been, guys, I really think it's time for me to get going. We had some fun, but now we should just go out separate ways and -”
 
   Before I can finish, I back against someone. When I turn, I find that several women are standing in the doorway, all of them staring at me with the same blank expression. There are more outside, too, almost like they're queuing to get in.
 
   “You've got a little more work to do first,” Brittany and Jordan tell me. “Since we've got someone new to add to the gene pool, we need to maximize the chances of success. I'm sorry, it's partly my fault. I should have planned ahead more.”
 
   I try to push past the women in the doorway, but none of them are budging and after a moment I'm pushed back into the room.
 
   “Guys,” I continue, forcing a smile even though I'm starting to get worried, “I understand, it's not every day that a good-looking guy like me comes through this dusty old place, but still, you need to try to control yourselves. I'm only one man, and there's only so many -”
 
   “It won't take long,” the women all say at once, and slowly a smile spreads across each of their faces.
 
   “I guess you rehearsed that, right?” I ask, before turning and looking over at Brittany and Jordan. “Is that what this is? Some kind of attempt to freak out anyone who passes through town?” Spotting another door over in the corner, I make my way over and pull it open, only to find myself facing a dark corridor with a hint of sunlight at the far end. Before I can step forward, however, a figure appears in the distance, followed by a couple more, as if these freaks are trying to cut off all my routes out. For a bunch of idiots, they sure know how to seem menacing.
 
   “Relax,” Brittany says suddenly, putting a hand on my shoulder from behind. “When I'm done with you, using each of these bodies in turn, I'll make sure to reward you handsomely. Or would you prefer it if I just got into your head right now and took over? That'd be pretty weird for me, but if it makes your life easier, I guess I shouldn't complain.”
 
   Turning to her, I start to realize that these psychos are serious. Before I can tell them to go to hell, however, I feel a kind of itching sensation in the back of my mind, as if something dark and unseen is forcing its way through my thoughts. I flinch slightly, trying to get rid of the sensation, but damn if it doesn't just get stronger.
 
   “What the hell?” I whisper, stepping back against the wall, but it's too late: I can hear a voice in my mind, twisting every sensation as if it's trying to impose itself. I guess maybe I'm having some kind of weird migraine, although I've never felt anything quite like this before.
 
   “Don't fight it,” Brittany says, keeping her eyes fixed on me.
 
   “You'll only exhaust us both,” my own voice adds, rippling through my head.
 
   “What are you doing?” I stammer, trying to force the voice out as a cold sweat spreads across my body. “How are you... It's okay, there's no need to be scared. I'll let you experience it all, Dean, but only from the passenger seat. I'm taking over this body now.”
 
   Letting out a gasp, I realize that something seems to have entered my mind, using my mouth to say crazy things that don't mean anything to me. I try to turn and run, but my whole body feels stiff, as if some other force is taking control.
 
   “Feel me swimming through your head,” the voice continues, echoing through my thoughts. “You can't hope to stop me, so just sit back and enjoy what's left of the ride.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   When I turn to him, I accidentally look straight into the sun for a moment. Turning away, I blink a couple of times, trying to clear the blotches of light and dark in my eyes.
 
   I can hear his footsteps getting closer. He doesn't say anything, of course. He never really says much at all, but that's okay, I've gotten used to him now. Mom explained how he is, and although Karen still seems not to like him, I feel like there's no reason why some people shouldn't be quiet. It doesn't make him a bad person.
 
   Still...
 
   This feels wrong.
 
   Why am I back here?
 
   Turning again, I look up and finally the spots of sunlight clear, allowing me to see him properly. Uncle Eli has come down to the bottom of his garden, and he has that same awkward, uncomfortable expression that Mom says he can't get rid of. I used to think he didn't like me, but now I know he's like this with everyone. In fact, I feel like he's opened up a little on this visit, almost as if he wants to be friends.
 
   “Do you like these?” he asks, holding out some candy.
 
   His voice is so low, I can barely hear him.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before reaching out and letting him tip the candy into my palm. He pauses, as if he's not sure what to say next, but I can tell that he thinks he should say something. A moment later, he nods and then turns to go back to the house, where Mom and Dad are still talking in the kitchen.
 
   “Why do you live alone?” I ask suddenly.
 
   He stops and looks back at me.
 
   “I just wondered why you live alone,” I continue, holding my hand above my eyes so I don't look into the sun again. “Aren't you ever lonely?”
 
   “I -” He stares at me for a moment, as if he's genuinely surprised by the question. After a moment he clears his throat, and then he looks around as if he's worried someone might overhear. Finally he turns back to me. “I'm fine. Why did you ask me that?”
 
   I tip the candy into my mouth and chew it all at once, swallowing it in one big gulp. I can get away with that when Mom isn't watching.
 
   “Why don't you have a wife?” I ask. “Don't you want children?”
 
   “It's fine,” he murmurs. “I just don't think about it that much. Eat your candy.”
 
   “But if -” Feeling something in my hand, I look down and see that the candy is back, even though I ate it a moment ago. I tip it into my mouth again and start chewing, but when I look at my hand again, the candy has already returned. “Am I...” I pause, trying to make sense of the situation. “Am I dreaming?”
 
   “Freak!” a voice shouts suddenly.
 
   Turning, I watch as two teenagers ride past. They seem to be laughing at uncle Eli, and one of them is making some kind of gesture with his right hand that I don't quite understand. One of them shouts something else, but most of it is a load of adult words that I don't really understand.
 
   “Why do people say things like that to you?” I ask, turning back to Eli.
 
   He stares at the boys as they ride off into the distance, and finally he turns to look at me. There's a flicker of anger in his eyes. “I... People are just like that sometimes.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “They just are.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I don't know.” He opens his mouth to continue, but something seems to hold him back for a moment. “People just recognize when other people don't fit in, I guess.”
 
   “Don't you fit in?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I don't always fit in,” I continue. “At kindergarten, I mean.”
 
   “You don't, huh?”
 
   I open my mouth to ask what he means, but suddenly I look down at my hand. There's more candy than ever, but this time the individual pieces seem to be moving, as if they're crawling across my palm. I stare for a moment, but the tickling sensation is getting worse, and I can feel them on the back of my neck too. Reaching up, I swat pieces of candy from the side of my face, but they're making a buzzing sound now and some of them start hovering in the air.
 
   “What's happening?” I whisper, trying not to panic even though there are tears in my eyes.
 
   “You're waking up,” Eli replies.
 
   I look over at him.
 
   “You're waking up,” he says again, but this time his voice sounds older and deeper, and also a little closer. I blink, trying to get rid of the few remaining sunspots in my field of vision, and the air all around seems to be shimmering.
 
   “Eli?” I whisper.
 
   “You're waking up,” his voice says yet again.
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   “Holly -”
 
   Letting out a gasp, I lunge forward and open my eyes, only for a rope around my waist to hold me back. Dropping forward onto my hands and knees, I open my eyes and look down at a dirty, dusty concrete floor with flies buzzing all around. I swat them away, but there are too many and after a few frantic moments I slump back with a sharp aching pain in my chest. There are a few bloody scratches on my fingers, and my head is throbbing. Short of breath, I try to stay calm before finally looking up and seeing Eli nearby, old now but with more of a smile, sitting on a chair just a few feet away.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he says after a moment. “You turned and tried to run again, but you hit your head and... That was about two hours ago. I think you were dreaming while you were unconscious, your lips were moving and you were whispering something, but I couldn't make it out.”
 
   As I look around the cold, darkly-lit room, everything starts coming back to me. The town, the people, the dead bodies... and Eli's wild claims.
 
   Reaching down, I find that there's a rope tied tight around my waist, so tight that it hurts. I try pulling on the knot, but it's too secure. Digging my fingertips between the coils, I try again, only to snap a fingernail clean off in the process.
 
   “Forgive the restraints,” Eli continues, “but I anticipated a certain degree of struggle when you woke up. I doubt very much that you're ready to cooperate just yet and I thought maybe -”
 
   “Dean!” I scream, turning toward the door. “Dean, help me! I'm in here!”
 
   “He can't help you now,” Eli says calmly.
 
   With tears in my eyes, I turn to him. “What have you done?”
 
   “It's less about what I've done, and more about what I'm doing right now.” He keeps his eyes fixed on me for a moment, and his sense of calm is becoming more disconcerting by the second. “Forgetting about you and your boyfriend for a moment,” he continues, “there are eighty-five pairs of eyes left in Tulepa right now and I'm able to look out through all of them at once. Currently, nine of those pairs are watching your boyfriend as he...” Pausing, he seems to be struggling to hold back a smirk. “Well, let's just say that there's a degree of poetic justice being served. He's being useful to the town, in the only manner possible. It's quite distracting being able to see and hear his suffering, while simultaneously feeling the carnal pleasures of other bodies, but I've learned over the years to compartmentalize the images and sensations that come into my -”
 
   He pauses, and then he lets out another gasp.
 
   “Oh,” he whispers, “yes. That was good. Time for the next one to take over.”
 
   “What are you doing to him?” I ask, my voice trembling with fear.
 
   “In a way,” he replies, still staring off into space as if his attention is being drawn by something I can't see, “it's almost natural.”
 
   “Eli,” I continue, reaching down and starting to work on the rope around my waist, trying to get the knot loose, “I don't know what you think is going on here, but you can't do this. You're taking these fantasies way too far.”
 
   “It's my town. I can do anything I like.”
 
   “Eli, please!”
 
   “I used to be the local freak,” he adds, with a hint of grit in his voice. “Do you remember that? I'm sure you saw glimpses of it, even as a child. Teenagers would openly mock me, and I knew their parents said much the same thing behind closed doors.” He pauses. “I got sick of being treated that way.”
 
   “Eighty-five?” I reply, turning to him. “You said there were eighty-five pairs of eyes in Tulepa.”
 
   “That's right. It's a little down from the two hundred or so when I started.”
 
   “You...” For a moment, all I can think about is the pile of bodies I saw earlier. “Eli,” I continue cautiously, with a slowly mounting sense of horror, “did you... I mean, have you been...”
 
   “Did I kill those people?” He pauses again. “Yes, Holly. I suppose you could say I did.”
 
   Shaking my head, I try to hold back tears. There's no way my kind, quiet uncle Eli could have become this monster, but at the same time I can't deny what's right in front of my eyes.
 
   “I've had to slow down lately, of course,” he continues, with a faint smile. “I'd have run out by now if I'd kept up my earlier pace. My God, though, when I could kill one each day at noon... That was wonderful, really just the sweetest spot.” As those words leave his lips, the door in the corner opens and Captain Lucas walks in carrying a tray of food. “For you,” Eli adds, as Lucas sets the tray in front of me. “I thought you might be hungry. It's good food, the best I have to offer.”
 
   “Don't be afraid,” Lucas says, sharing Eli's smile. He slides the tray toward me and then kneels, as if to watch me eat. “You're family, Holly. You're flesh and blood. I want to treat you well.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, before turning to Eli.
 
   “Talk to either face,” he says after a moment. “It's me staring out from both.”
 
   Turning back to Lucas, I watch his eyes for a moment, horrified by the realization that in some way I can see Eli's mind staring back at me.
 
   “Eat,” Lucas continues. “Please, Holly.” He reaches down and swats some flies away from the plate of beans. “Sorry,” he adds, “but my taste isn't very sophisticated and I've been relying on canned goods that were left behind. Don't worry, though, I'm not likely to run out any time soon. I've been rationing. Feeding people has been difficult, and basic healthcare has been a nightmare. I'm sure you noticed some of my bodies were starting to fall apart.”
 
   “You killed people?” I whisper, turning to Eli as a sense of disbelief grows in my chest. “You really killed those people I found?”
 
   “At first,” he replies, “I had so much fun making my puppets play with each other. They had sex, they fought, they explored the world. I thought I'd reached the peak of my senses' potential, but then...” He pauses. “Then one day, quite by accident, one of them died and I was able to experience death via his body.” Closing his eyes, he seems lost in thought for a moment. “You have no idea, Holly, how that felt. To feel the pain of his final moments, and then to feel that pain bursting and giving way, replaced by something beautiful, something more pleasurable than sex or love.” He tilts his head back, as if he's reliving every moment. “I became addicted immediately to the experience of death, and I knew I had to feel it again and again, like an addict who was suddenly hooked on some intoxicating new drug.”
 
   I stare at him, waiting for him to continue. “Death?” I whisper finally. “You enjoyed it when they died?”
 
   “So you believe me now?” he asks with a smile.
 
   “I -” Pausing, I realize I'm not quite ready to accept that he's telling the truth, not yet.
 
   He opens his eyes and turns to me. “I enjoyed it more than you could possibly believe,” he replies. “That very day, I killed two more of them, but then I realized I was in danger of going too far. You're a doctor, Holly, so I'm sure you've witnessed your fair share of addiction among your patients. I could easily have killed everyone in town just on that first day, just to experience their deaths one by one, but I realized I had to control myself, I had to ration it out.”
 
   “Eli...”
 
   “So I made a rule for myself,” he continues. “I decided that I could kill one of them each day, just one, and only at midday, right at the stroke of noon. And I quickly found that the best way to kill them, the method that delivered the greatest pleasure to me as I experienced it through their bodies, was suffocation.”
 
   Shaking my head, I feel as if I'm about to scream. None of this can really be happening, but somehow... It is.
 
   “So I just...” He pauses again. “Each day, I picked one of them more or less at random and at noon exactly, I focused on that body and I held its breath.” He shivers, as if a sensation of pure, almost orgasmic ecstasy has filled his body. “Oh God, Holly, you have no idea how good it felt each time. Like an addict, I craved more and more, but fortunately I have self-control so I forced myself to stick to the one-a-day rule. Later, when I realized I was running out of people, I changed to one a week. That was hard, and then later I switched to one a month, but that's just temporary, just while I restock and get some more people. That's what your boyfriend is helping with right now. It's a long-term project, but it'll be worth it eventually.”
 
   “Long-term?” I ask, feeling a shiver in my chest. “Eli, what are you talking about?”
 
   “If I can get the females pregnant,” he continues, “then there'll be babies. Lots and lots of babies, and I can get into their heads immediately after they've been born and... Once they've grown, I'll be able to get my fix more regularly. I considered letting outsiders come to Tulepa and taking their bodies, but then there'd be awkward questions so I've been keeping people away instead. My God, though, I need more bodies, I need to feel more deaths.”
 
   “Eli -”
 
   “Like this poor soul who brought your meal,” he adds, leaning back and closing his eyes again. “I think, after all my hard work, that I deserve an extra death this month.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask, pulling once again on the rope around my waist. I glance at Lucas, but he's just sitting calmly, as if he's waiting for something. Turning back to Eli, I realize that he almost looks as if he's meditating. “Eli, you've lost your mind!”
 
   “No,” he replies calmly, “I haven't lost anything. I've gained...” He gasps. “I've gained hundreds of minds. Wait... It has already started.”
 
   “What has?” I ask.
 
   I wait for a reply, but he's just sitting completely still now.
 
   “Eli, what are you doing?” I continue. “Why are you -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a gasp nearby. Turning to Captain Lucas, I realize that something seems different about his face, and after a moment I reach out and hold a finger under his nose.
 
   “He's not breathing,” I whisper, suddenly realizing what Eli is doing. “Eli, are you making him hold his breath? Eli, you'll kill him!”
 
   I stare in horror as Lucas's pupils start to enlarge, and a moment later I realize that his face is turning a little more red.
 
   “Eli, let him breathe!” I shout, trying not to panic. Reaching out to Lucas, I try to force his mouth open, but he pulls back, fixing me with a calm, glassy stare. “Eli, why are you doing this? I believe you! You don't have to prove anything to me!” Turning to Eli, I see that his head is tilted back again and his whole body is trembling, as if he's enjoying his victim's slow suffocation.
 
   A moment later, Eli lets out a gasp and grips the sides of his chair.
 
   Turning back to Lucas, I watch as his face becomes redder and redder, and as his eyes open wider than ever. I've seen a man suffocate before; I once saved someone who was choking in a restaurant, and I remember the way he struggled violently as I gave him the Heimlich maneuver and finally forced the obstruction from his throat. Lucas has the same reddening face right now, but he's not struggling at all; in fact, there's even a faint smile on his face as the blood vessels start bursting in his eyes, filling the whites with ever thicker patches of red.
 
   “Eli, please,” I whisper. “Don't do this...”
 
   Hearing another gasp from Eli, I turn to him and see that he's clearly struggling to keep his trembling body under control.
 
   “Eli!” I shout. “Stop! Eli!”
 
   Suddenly I feel a bump against my arm, and I pull back as Lucas slumps down. I grab his jaw and force it open, and then I lean down and try giving him the kiss of life. I can hear Eli gasping nearby, in the throes of pleasure, but no matter how hard I try to force air into Lucas's lungs, something seems to be blocking me. I try for several minutes, lost in panic, until finally I realize that it has already been too long. Sitting back, I stare at Lucas's dead body with its glassy eyes staring up at the ceiling, and then I turn to see that Eli is letting out long, slow breaths, as if the ecstasy is passing.
 
   “That was good,” he whispers finally, with his head still tilted back. “The way you tried to give him your breath, that made it even more enjoyable. I never thought to try that before.”
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” I ask, my voice trembling with shock. “You're not my uncle! You can't be!”
 
   “Oh, I am,” he replies, turning to me and opening his eyes. “I'm just freed finally from the restraints of being the town freak.” He looks down at the corpse on the floor. “Don't feel too sorry for Captain Lucas, he wasn't exactly the finest specimen of humanity. He and his friends used to laugh at me years ago. Imagine that, huh? He was supposed to uphold law and order in this town, but instead he sat around joining in with the bullies. I was saving him for a special death, but I think I got everything I wanted.” He pauses, still a little breathless. “Sometimes, not all the time but sometimes, just as they die, their original mind tries to fight back. Lucas's mind tried. In the last couple of seconds as he suffocated, I heard him screaming, but there was nothing he could do, I'm too strong for any of them. Still, it's nice to know that he was aware of what was happening to his body, at least on some level. He deserved no better.” He lets out another sigh. “Holly, I have to teach you how to do this. Trust me, try it once and you'll never look back. Death is better than sex, at least when it's experienced through someone else's body.”
 
   Shaking my head, I stare at him, unable to believe that my quiet, kind uncle could have become such a monster.
 
   “You will understand,” he continues. “Eventually, I mean. You'll have to.”
 
   “And be like you?” I ask, as tears roll down my face.
 
   “Don't act like it's a bad thing. It's beautiful.”
 
   “You're a murderer!”
 
   He laughs. “Oh Holly, I think I moved beyond such simple terms long ago. Aren't you impressed? Don't you think it's quite an achievement that your old uncle Eli lay in bed and found a way to travel through the minds of all the idiots in this town? Come on, I remember when you were a little girl, you were always my favorite. You weren't mean like your sister Karen, you were kind and caring. I always knew that you cared.”
 
   “I think you need serious help...”
 
   “Do you still not believe all of this is true?”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that although I want to deny everything he's told me, I've seen enough evidence with my own eyes to realize that at least part of it has to be real. There's no way he could fake all of this, not unless I happen to have lost my mind at the same time. Still, I have to get out of here so I can get help.
 
   “You do believe me,” he adds, with a hint of satisfaction, “or at least you're starting to, I can see it in your eyes. That's the first step. Acceptance, followed by understanding -”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “And finally enjoyment,” he continues. “I'm an old man, Holly, and I have no children. I'd like to pass my gift on to someone in the family, and since you're my niece... I'll teach you how to do what I do. You're young, you're smarter than me, I'm sure you'll pick it up in no time. Maybe you'll even find some better use for it. Hell, you might even use your new powers for good.” He chuckles, as if he finds the idea amusing. “None of that really matters to me. Like I said, I'm old, and no matter how much fun I'm having, I know it can't last forever. This body is already breaking down, and I've wondered whether I could make a permanent move to another but... I'm not sure that would really work.”
 
   He pauses, watching me with an amused frown.
 
   “Nothing to say?” he asks finally.
 
   Reaching down, I try once again to loosen the rope around my waist, even though my hands are trembling.
 
   “It'll take time for you to come around,” Eli continues, getting to his feet and stepping over Lucas's body as he heads to the door. “I realize this has been a terrible shock for you, and that you've had to take in a huge amount of information all at once. You'll need to get used to it slowly, but that's where I can really help. I'll be your tutor, I'll guide you, you'll be like the -” He pauses, as if he was about to say something that he now thinks wouldn't be appropriate. “Well,” he continues, opening the door, “I'll let you rest for a while. Even with all these bodies at my disposal, I'm somewhat busy. It can be very tiring living eighty-five lives at once.”
 
   “You're not Eli,” I whisper.
 
   He frowns. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “My uncle would never do these things.”
 
   He stares at me. “I am Eli,” he replies after a moment. “Every person on this planet, Holly, holds within their soul the capacity to seem like at least two completely different people. Probably a lot more. I just happen to have realized my hidden potential and found a way to make it burst free. Circumstances dictate which version of ourselves we present to the world, but I have stumbled upon a way to free myself from such constraints. Perhaps this sounds like madness to you right now. That's fine, but eventually you'll see things my way and you'll understand that this is a good thing. Trust me, you'll see once you get started. Out of respect for you, I've mostly kept out of your head so far, but you'll lean soon enough.”
 
   “You need help,” I tell him. “Eli, let me find someone who can talk you out of all this.”
 
   “You're too late,” he replies. “When a man realizes that he has this kind of power, how can he possibly not use it? What I'm doing is only natural, Holly. No creature in history has ever ignored its potential for moral reasons. You'll understand soon.”
 
   “I'll never let you into my head!” I shout, pulling on the restraints.
 
   “No?” He smiles. “That dream you had just before you woke up. The one with you and me, back in the old days, when I gave you candy and suddenly it began to move? That wasn't a dream, Holly. I was in your head and I created that moment as a little reminder, as a taster of what I can do. We'll be close again. We'll work together.”
 
   With that, he steps out into the corridor and pulls the door shut, and a moment later I hear the lock being turned.
 
   “I'll be back soon,” I whisper, before realizing that Eli momentarily got into my head and forced me to say those words. Pulling back into the corner, I draw my knees up, trying to make myself as small as possible. On the other side of the room, flies are already crawling all over the dead man Eli left behind. I stare at the corpse for a moment, before realizing that I have to get out of here.
 
   Struggling with the rope, I pull desperately to get the knot free. When another fingernail breaks free, I ignore the blood and pain, and I keep working as fast as I can.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   “Hey,” a voice whispers, gently tapping the side of my face, “you're not done yet, buddy. You're not even close to being done yet.”
 
   With my eyes closed, I wait for the voice to go away. I'm so tired, so completely exhausted, I don't think I could reply even if I had something to say. I feel as if all the energy has been ripped from my body, leaving just a pile of meat and bones. I can barely even breathe.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Wake up!” another voice shouts in my thoughts, and suddenly I'm slapped hard on the cheek.
 
   Gasping, I open my eyes and look up, only to find several people standing over me.
 
   “I let you rest for a half hour because I thought you were in danger of falling apart,” a voice says. I try to work out which of them is speaking, but finally I realize the horrifying truth: it's my voice I'm hearing, as if someone's in my head, speaking to me using my own mouth. “I figure you should be okay to continue now. What's up? Got too much of what you wanted? You were so cocky when you arrived in Tulepa. I was already in your mind before you'd stepped out of the car. I can't even begin to imagine what my niece was doing with such an arrogant asshole.”
 
   Reaching down, several of them grab me by the shoulders and haul me up. I try to pull away, but my body is so weak, I can barely even let out a pained gasp as they start dragging me across the town square. The sun is starting to set already, and the air all around is getting cooler.
 
   “I've just been speaking to Holly,” my voice continues after a moment. “I doubt very much that you give a damn about my niece, not unless you need her to pay for things, but I thought you'd like to know that she's receiving much better treatment now. You're just a lump of flesh I need to use for certain purposes, but Holly is family and I intend to open her eyes and ensure that she joins me in exploring the world. Perhaps it'll take time, but I'm certain she'll come around to my way of seeing things eventually. She's a good girl.”
 
   I try to cry out, to reclaim my mouth, but all the emerges from my lips is a faint gurgling sound.
 
   “As for you,” my mouth continues, “I intend merely to use you for as long as possible, and then to dispose of you. You're nothing, you're not family, you're just a lying, cheating asshole who latched onto my niece and made her life hell. Fortunately, while your mind might be a cesspit, your body has certain functions that make you valuable to me for now. I can understand, however, why you might not be enjoying yourself so much.”
 
   “I can help you,” I stammer, finally managing to take control of my own mouth for a moment.
 
   “You?” One of the men laughs, as he and the others drag me toward a nearby building. “How the hell could a wretch like you help a man like me?”
 
   “I know Holly,” I continue, desperately trying to think of something I can offer him. “If you need her talked around, I can do it. I know how to get her to change her mind about things.”
 
   He laughs again, followed by the others.
 
   “I mean it,” I tell them, still struggling to keep from passing out. “I can get her to think black is white if that's what you want. I can -”
 
   Suddenly they stop dragging me, and I'm twisted around until I'm face to face with one of the men. One of the others grabs my head and pulls it back, forcing me to look into the guy's eyes.
 
   “You and I,” he says after a moment, “have very different ways of getting into people's heads. At least I'm honest about it, though, and I'm quick. Painless too, for the most part. You, on the other hand, lie and deceive your way in like a worm, burrowing deeper and deeper until you're able to manipulate your victim. It's a crude method, but it seems to work. Fortunately, I think my niece most likely saw through you a long time ago.” He leans closer. “I've been inside her head, you know. Just a little, just enough to know how she thinks. Do you honestly believe that she loves you?”
 
   “I know she loves me,” I whisper.
 
   “No,” he says firmly, “it's not love. She pities you, she thinks you need her, she worries that you'd spiral out of control without her.” He pauses. “She knows you cheat on her, or at least she suspects it. She just doesn't know how to get rid of you without hurting you, but she desperately wants you to leave. Her problem is that she's such a good person, she'd never prioritize her own happiness over someone else's. The world is full of people like that, people who care about others. It's also full of people like you, who take advantage.”
 
   “Holly loves me,” I reply. “She -”
 
   Before I can finish, he grabs my throat and squeezes tight, starting to choke me.
 
   “Holly will be much better off without you,” he sneers, leaning even closer.
 
   Trying to pull a hand free so I can push him away, I struggle for breath. After a moment, however, he lets go of my throat.
 
   “Don't worry,” he mutters. “When I finally decide to kill you, I'll slip into your mind so I can experience it first-hand. Something tells me yours might be the most satisfying death yet.”
 
   “Let's come to some kind of deal,” I whisper. Damn it, I've never met a man I couldn't get on my side somehow, I just need to figure out his angle. “Come on, there must be something you want, something I can give you.”
 
   “There is,” he says firmly, “and I've already begun to take it from you.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “Some of these women will eventually give birth to your children,” he continues with a faint smile, “and when they do, those babies will grow up to become new citizens. And eventually, one by one, I'll slip into their minds and take control of their fresh, new bodies, and I'll stretch out and really enjoy myself until the time comes to suffocate them. Or, you never know, I might even find a more enjoyable way to kill them. I certainly intend to carry out a few interesting experiments.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask. “You're insane...”
 
   He smiles. “I admit it's a little hard to hold myself together when my mind is spread through so many bodies, but in the circumstances I think I'm doing remarkably well. Holly, though...” He pauses again. “I think Holly might be even stronger than me, even if she doesn't realize it yet. She's smarter, too, and more adaptable. I might be the pioneer, but Holly will be the one who really takes this gift and explores it properly. I should have realized that long ago. One taste of this ability, and she'll be hooked for life.”
 
   “Holly's too moral,” I stammer, hoping I can persuade him to let me go. “She needs to be handled right. I can do that for you.”
 
   He raises a skeptical eyebrow. “You?”
 
   “Come on, let's be honest with each other,” I continue, trying not to let my desperation and fear show through. “Someone like Holly, she thinks she has all these principles, but they're just a bunch of lies she tells herself. You can get her to do whatever you want, but you're gonna need my help.” I wait for an answer, but he still doesn't get it yet. I swear, these dumb hicks might have got their little set-up running pretty well here, but when it comes to thinking ahead they're still not so smart. “Think about it!” I hiss. “What the hell's wrong with you? Holly's not like the girls in Tulepa, she's actually got a brain in her head! And me? I'm just a worthless, useless piece of garbage waiting to die! I'm a -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I realize what I just said. Those last words, about being a worthless piece of garbage, came out of my mouth, but they weren't my thoughts.
 
   “I'm a waste of meat,” I continue, unable to stop myself as I feel something in the back of my mind, clawing at my thoughts. A cold sweat ripples across my body, and I swear I can hear someone – someone who's not me – humming in my head, whistling a slow tune that's already driving me mad. “I deserve to die for my sins,” I stammer, even though I'm trying desperately to stay quiet. “I should be disemboweled right here and left to shiver in -” I manage to keep my mouth shut, even though more of these crazy words are trying to get out, and that whistling sound is continuing. “What are you doing?” I scream finally, lunging forward toward the old man before other hands hold me back. “Get out of my head!”
 
   “What's wrong?” the old man asks calmly. “Are you finding certain... involuntary thoughts entering your consciousness?”
 
   I open my mouth to argue with him, but I feel as if something dark is slithering through my mind, uncoiling itself as if it's preparing to show itself more fully.
 
   And still there's that slithering sensation.
 
   Something dark and wet.
 
   Something cold.
 
   Filling my head.
 
   “Get out,” I whisper, as the presence curls against the inside of my skull. “What are you... How are you doing that?”
 
   “It feels like a snake, doesn't it?” he continues. “I've heard it described that way before. I imagine your mind is desperately trying to find a way to process what's happening, and that's the metaphor that springs up most readily.” He steps closer to me. “You're far from the first person whose mind I've entered like this, but so far you're proving to be the easiest. That's a shame, really, I was hoping for a challenge, but I suppose there's still Holly to come.”
 
   “Stop!” I shout, slumping down and putting my hands on the sides of my head, trying to block him out. “Get out of my thoughts!”
 
   “Don't worry,” he continues, towering over me. “Once I have control of your body, your original mind will still exist, at least for a while. It'll be tucked in a corner of the darkness, shivering and observing. I never notice the moment when the original minds fade away, it always seems to happen when I'm not paying attention, so we should probably say our goodbyes now, while you're still capable.”
 
   Again I open my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but again the words won't come out. “I've practiced so many times,” I stammer finally, as someone else's thoughts emerge through my voice, “and now I really think I've become a master at this.”
 
   I try to fight back, to push him out of my mind, but I can already feel him bursting though my every thought, filling my head until I'm pushed back to the edges.
 
   “Your body is mine now,” his voice continues, echoing through my soul. “Just another to add to the collection. I don't think I'll keep hold of you for very long, though. I think, instead, I shall use you for a little demonstration.”
 
   Raising my head, I try to scream. Instead, as tears run down my face, the other voice starts laughing through my mouth.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   Finally, I manage to get one of the knots loose. Working as fast as I can, I start pulling a loop of rope away, and a moment later I'm able to slip my wrist free.
 
   It's not much, but it's a start.
 
   “Come on!” I whisper, frustrated by the way my hand are trembling. “Get on with it!”
 
   For the next few minutes, I continue to work on the other ropes. I have no idea what I'm going to do once I get out of here, I don't even know if the door is locked or where I can find my car keys, but I know I can't just sit here waiting for Eli to come back. Still, I'll run out of Tulepa barefoot if that's what it takes to get away and find help. Pulling another section of rope away, I manage to pull my other wrist out and then I roll onto my side and start desperately wriggling free of the restraints around my legs. Unbelievably, I think I'm actually going to be able to get untied. I pull on the final rope, tugging as hard as I can, and then suddenly it snaps and I'm out.
 
   And then I hear footsteps.
 
   Looking toward the door, I realize someone is coming closer.
 
   “Please, no...” I whisper, feeling all my hope starting to fade as I realize I'm about to be discovered again, and probably tied up twice as strong.
 
   A moment later, I realize the footsteps have stopped right outside.
 
   Stumbling to my feet, I grab the remains of the rope and hurry to the door. It sounded as if there was only one person out there, in which case I guess I might be able to overpower them and run. Sure, Eli will probably know right away, and I don't know how I'm supposed to escape if everyone in Tulepa is after me, but at least I have to try and right now I feel as if I have enough adrenalin to outrun an army. As the door handle is slowly turned, I raise the rope, ready to strike. I've never hurt another human being in my life, but my heart is pounding and my chest is tight, and thanks to my medical training I know how to bring a man down.
 
   As soon as the door opens, I lunge forward, slamming into the person on the other side and knocking her to the floor. Trying to keep as quiet as possible, I press my arm against her neck and raise my fist, ready to knock her out.
 
   “It's me!” she hisses.
 
   I stare in shock.
 
   “Tatty?”
 
   She stares back at me, her eyes wide with horror.
 
   “I...” I stammer. “Tatty, I -”
 
   “It's me,” she says again. “Holly, I swear it's me!”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but no words come out. I'm too shocked to say a thing.
 
   “I came to help you,” she continues. “Holly, please, you have to get us both out of here. With Robert, too.”
 
   I want to let go of her neck, to help her up, but as I stare at her I realize that I can't be sure it's really her behind those eyes. For all I know, this might be some trick by Eli.
 
   “It's really me,” she adds after a moment. “Holly, please, tell me how I can prove it.”
 
   “I don't know,” I reply, braced for her to fight back, waiting for her to strike. “I don't think you can.”
 
   “Eli says he's in control of everyone,” she continues, “but that's not quite true, he was just bragging. When he's really focused on a few bodies, he forgets about the others and just leaves them sitting around. Don't you remember my parents and how they just sat there sometimes? It's like he parks bodies he's not using and just ignores them until he needs them again.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I watch her eyes carefully. I want to believe her, but at the same time I can't risk letting her up, not yet.
 
   “It wasn't me earlier,” she adds. “When you came to the house and found me sitting on the steps, Eli knew you were on your way so he made sure his mind was in my body. I tried to cry out, I managed to scream for a second but he got me back under control. After you'd left, he moved on to other bodies and I was able to slowly take back control, but he could notice at any second and then he'll take me back again.” She pauses, with tears in her eyes. “Indigo,” she says suddenly.
 
   “Indigo?”
 
   “A code word. If I feel him coming back into my mind, I'll only have a fraction of a second to warn you, so I'll shout the word indigo.”
 
   She waits for me to reply, but I still don't know whether I can trust her. Now that I know what Eli is doing, I don't think I can ever be truly sure that he's out of someone's head.
 
   “Remember when you gave me those pads?” she asks. “In your hotel room, the first time we met? No-one else had been able to help me or talk to me about that kind of stuff, because everyone was just Eli in different bodies and Eli didn't know a damn thing about women's bodies. But you put a warm towel on my belly and you told me it was okay, and that everything I was going through was normal. That all happened before Eli got into my head, so how would he know? Please, Holly, we have to get out of here! I think if I get far enough away from Tulepa, he won't be able to reach my head anymore!”
 
   “How do I know it's really you?” I ask. “Maybe Eli has been in your memories, maybe he's just trying to trick me?”
 
   I pause for a moment, staring into her eyes, searching for some hint of proof, even though I have no idea what form that proof might take.
 
   “Okay,” she says finally, her voice trembling with fear, “if you don't trust me, I understand. Tie me up, kill me, do whatever you want, but promise me you'll take Robert. He's just a baby, it'll be years before he hits puberty and before Eli's able to get into his head, so there's still time to save him. Please, Holly, you have to get Robert away from here!”
 
   As tears rolls down her face, I finally let go of her neck and sit back. I know I might be wrong, but right now I figure I can trust her. Besides, it's not as if I have much choice.
 
   “I swear,” I tell her after a moment, with my eyes fixed on her, “if this is really Eli I'm talking to, if you're tricking me -”
 
   “I'm not!”
 
   “I believe you,” I continue, “but if I'm wrong, and if this is you, Eli... I swear to God, I'll make you pay.”
 
   “Robert's in the next room,” she replies. “I brought him with me. He never cries, he barely even moves, I think Eli has made him quiet. Please, we have to hurry...”
 
   Getting to my feet, I reach down and help her up.
 
   “Remember the code word,” she adds. “I'll say indigo if I feel Eli coming back into my head.” She grabs my hand. “I'll take you to your car.”
 
   “No,” I reply, holding her back when she turns and tries to lead me along the corridor, “that's exactly where Eli will expect me to go if he knows I'm free.”
 
   “There's no other way out of town,” she points out. “There are other cars, sure, but we don't have time to go looking for the keys.”
 
   “Then we'll walk.”
 
   “There's not another town for miles!”
 
   “About eight miles, to be precise,” I continue. “Bainesville is to the south, along the main road. It'll take us a few hours, but at least it's still dark outside, and the further we get away from Tulepa, the weaker Eli's reach should be. That's the theory, anyway. While he's still searching for us in the shadows, we'll be halfway to the next town.”
 
   “I...” She pauses, before nodding. “Okay. Sure, that makes sense.”
 
   She turns and heads to a nearby room, and I follow until I reach the door and watch as she gathers her baby into her arms. Robert still isn't making a noise, isn't even wriggling, and I can see the fear in Tatty's eyes as she kisses his forehead. For a moment, it occurs to me that Robert might give us away, that Eli could be in his mind, but the child's eyes are close and I figure I have to hope for the best.
 
   “Please let him be okay,” she sobs, turning to me. “You're a doctor, right? You can make him okay once we get away from here, can't you?”
 
   “I can try,” I tell her. “Eli said something about not being able to get into children's minds after they're a couple of months old. So long as we get him away from Tulepa and away from Eli, I think there's a good chance he'll grow up to be completely normal.”
 
   “And if something happens,” she continues, bringing the child across the room, “you have to leave me and just take Robert. Don't try to save me, don't take any risks. All that matters is that you get away from Tulepa with him.” She pauses, as more tears roll down her face. “I want to try to come, though. I want to raise him. When I was pushed down in my mind, with Eli filled my head, it was Robert who kept me going. I kept telling myself I'd find a way back for him.”
 
   “We'll get you both out of here,” I reply, turning and heading along the corridor until I reach another door. Pushing it open, I feel the cold night air against my face as I lean out and see a dark, empty street. “There's no sign of anyone so far, but we have to assume we'll run into company eventually.”
 
   “We're weak,” Tatty replies.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “I think all of us are struggling,” she continues. “The residents, I mean. Eli hasn't exactly been looking after our bodies very well. He barely has enough food for all of us, and sometimes he forgets for days to make us eat.”
 
   “What does he want?” I ask, as I slip out into the dark street and Tatty follows. “I don't understand why he's doing all of this.”
 
   “I think it's just because he can,” she replies. “And because he thinks he deserves this after all those years when he was an outcast. Sometimes when he's in my body, I can hear his thoughts pulsing in my head. He enjoys combining different bodies in different situations, it's like he's trying to feel every possible human experience. Sometimes he tries to come up with new ways to kill one of us, other times he just causes us pain, and then he even...”
 
   I take a few steps along the street, before turning back to her. “He even what?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “Jordan Swinton is Robert's father,” she replies, her voice still trembling. “Eli... Well, he doesn't just like hurting us. Sometimes he makes us do other things.” She shudders for a moment. “I hate Jordan Swinton, I always did. I'd never have... I mean, if I'd been able to stop Eli using my body...”
 
   Her voice trails off, but there are tears in her eyes.
 
   Realizing what she means, I pause for a moment before turning and looking along the street. “The first job is to get out of here,” I continue finally, “and then we can bring help and deal with whatever Eli's done. I'm not even...” Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that none of this makes sense, that all this talk of Eli taking control of other bodies is impossible. I guess there's a chance he's been hypnotizing people, but at the same time, deep down, I'm also starting to think that he was telling the truth earlier, and that my introverted, slightly weird old uncle has truly managed to leak from his own mind and take control of other people.
 
   “This is the quickest way out of town,” Tatty whispers, tapping my shoulder and then pointing the other way along the street. “I think we should get out as fast as we can, and then try to put as much distance as possible between us and this place. I don't know how far Eli's mind can reach, but at some point the gap has to be too great for him.”
 
   Following her along the street, I pause when we reach the next corner. Looking to the left, I realize I can see a few dark figures on the town square.
 
   “What are they doing?” I whisper. “I mean, what's he doing?”
 
   “I guess it's a special night,” she replies. “Eli's been keeping strangers out of Tulepa. When he's in my mind, sometimes I feel him reaching out and turning people around if they ever come this way, making them decide to go to Bainesville instead. I think maybe it was different with you, because you're family. Maybe he didn't sense you in time. Or maybe he decided he wanted you here.”
 
   “He thinks he can train me to be like him.”
 
   “You wouldn't do that though, would you?”
 
   “Of course not,” I reply, hurrying through the shadows with Tatty right behind. “This is crazy. If Eli's really doing all of this, it's like a whole new stage of human development.”
 
   “He's very proud,” she whispers. “He thinks he's a real genius.”
 
   “Maybe he just had too much time on his hands,” I reply. “He's always been -”
 
   Before I can finish, Tatty lets out a brief cry of pain, and I turn to see her stumbling toward me. Reaching out, I grab her just in time to keep her from falling, and she manages to keep Robert in her arms.
 
   “What's wrong?” I ask.
 
   “Just my ankle,” she hisses, wincing slightly. “I caught it on the curb.” Leaning back against the wall, she lets out a frustrated gasp. “Maybe you should go on without me.”
 
   “I'm not leaving you here.”
 
   “Take Robert and go!”
 
   “Tatty -”
 
   “Eli's distracted right now!” she continues. “Holly, he could notice you've escaped at any moment, and then he's immediately going to come into my mind to start looking for you.”
 
   “Not if we're far enough away,” I point out, before looking down at her ankle. “Can you walk on it?”
 
   She takes a couple of limping steps forward.
 
   “Let me help you,” I continue, trying to support her.
 
   “I'm fine!” She pushes me away. “We have to keep going!”
 
   I check over my shoulder to make sure that no-one has spotted us yet, and then I lead her around the corner and along the next street. My heart is pounding and I'm convinced that we'll be seen at any moment, but we reach the next corner without any sign of people nearby. Just as we're about to continue, however, Tatty grabs my arm and pulls me back.
 
   “There's someone up ahead,” she whispers.
 
   “Where?”
 
   She pauses, her eyes staring into the darkness. “Two of them. I can hear voices, right around that next corner.” She turns and looks back the way we came. She gasps again, clearly still in pain from her ankle. “We have to try another street.”
 
   “I don't hear anything,” I tell her.
 
   “This way!”
 
   She turns limps along a different street, and after a moment I realize I have no choice but to follow her. At least we're still keeping away from the town square, so I figure we have a chance of getting away, but I'll feel much better once we actually get beyond the town limits. To be honest, even though Tulepa is small, I'm starting to feel a little lost in all these dark streets, but I guess Tatty knows exactly where we're going.
 
   “Wait!” she hisses suddenly, stopping at the next corner.
 
   “What?” I wait, listening to the darkness all around but not hearing anything. “There's no-one,” I say after a moment.
 
   “Just wait,” she says again, bending over slightly with her baby still in her arms. “I think the pain from my ankle might have...” She pauses. “Maybe... It made him notice...”
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask. When she doesn't respond, I step closer. “Tatty, talk to me. Is it your ankle?”
 
   She whispers something, but I can't quite hear.
 
   “Tatty, what's wrong?”
 
   She turns to me, and suddenly there's a hint of anger in her eyes. “I...” she stammers, before holding Robert out toward me.
 
   Realizing that she wants me to take the baby, I support him in my arms and take a step back, but it's clear that Tatty is struggling with more than just the pain in her ankle.
 
   “I...”
 
   “Tatty, tell me what's wrong,” I continue, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no-one has seen us.
 
   “Indigo,” she gasps suddenly.
 
   I turn back to her, feeling a cold shiver run through my body.
 
   “Indigo,” she stammers again, before lunging at me. I step back and she falls to the ground, but she immediately starts getting to her feet again, and this time her expression has changed. “What are you doing, Holly?” she sneers, tilting her head slightly. “Running from me? I knew you might resist, but that's okay, it's a normal part of the process. You have to give me a chance to teach you this skill, and then you'll accept it as a gift. This miracle can't die with me!”
 
   “Eli?” I whisper, horrified by the change in her expression. “Give her back!” I shout, holding Robert tighter in my arms. “We'll leave, you can have everyone here, you can have the whole town and no-one will ever come to stop you, I swear, but let me take Tatty!”
 
   She starts laughing. Or rather, Eli is laughing in her body.
 
   “Leave her alone!”
 
   “Oh, I'll leave her alone,” her voice replies. “She's not even one of my favorites, anyway.”
 
   “Eli, please,” I continue, “you're not a bad person, I know you're not. I remember the real you, the Eli who would never hurt anyone, the Eli who -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I realize that there's a strange expression on Tatty's face, as if her complexion is starting to redden.
 
   “Eli?” I whisper, stepping closer. “Eli, what are you doing?”
 
   With Robert in my arms, I kneel in front of Tatty, filled with a slowly growing sense of dread. I don't want to believe that it's possible, that Eli would do something so evil, but sure enough, a moment later, I watch her face with a sense of horror as first one blood vessel bursts, then another, and then more as the whites of both her eyes start filling with red.
 
   “Let her breathe!” I shout, realizing that he's making her hold her breath. “Eli! Stop! You can't do this!”
 
   She lets out a faint, strangled laugh as a manic smile crosses her lips, but Eli's still slowly forcing her to suffocate.
 
   “Stop!” I scream, grabbing her shoulders. “Don't do this! I'll give you anything you want, but let her live!”
 
   “Too late,” a voice gurgles nearby.
 
   Looking down into my arms, I see that the baby is staring up at me.
 
   “You'll learn,” Robert whispers. “Soon, you'll love this as much as I do.”
 
   “No,” I reply, horrified by the sight. Turning back to Tatty, I realize that blood vessels are starting to break around her eyes now, and I can't help thinking about her real mind trapped in there while Eli forces her body to suffocate. “Stop!” I scream. “Eli! Please! I'll do anything you want, but you have to let her live!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Dean
 
    
 
   “Out of my way, you goddamn freaks!”
 
   Pushing past a couple of these idiots, I stumble through the doorway and out into the cold night air. I don't know how or why, but a couple of minutes ago my mind suddenly cleared, as if the intruding voice had suddenly turned its attention elsewhere. Now I'm back in control of my shivering, damaged body, trembling like a goddamn pussy but determined to get the hell out of here. Looking across the town square, I see that there are scores of people standing around now, but most of them have the same blank, gormless expression on their faces, as if they've just been left waiting for something.
 
   Assholes, every single one of them.
 
   “Stop!” a familiar voice screams, far off in the darkness. “Eli! Please!”
 
   “Holly?” I whisper, looking across the town square. For a moment, I actually considering running after her, but then I spot the car nearby and I realize I need to get the hell out of Tulepa while I still can. Holly'll just have to look after herself. Hurrying through the shadows, I finally get to the car and crouch down. So far, it's as if all the people in this goddamn town have suddenly turned into mindless zombies, and when I lean around the side and look across the town square I realize I can see Brittany and Jordan in the group, with that same dumb, lifeless expression.
 
   Freaks, the lot of them.
 
   “Stop!” Holly screams in the distance. “Eli, you have to stop!”
 
   “Sorry, babe,” I mutter, getting to my feet and taking off my jacket, before wrapping the fabric around my fist and smashing one of the car's side windows. “You're on your own with this one.”
 
   After climbing through the broken window, I twist around onto the passenger seat and start searching for the car keys. It's too dark in here to see much, however, so I realize I'm gonna have to resort to a method I used in my younger days. Pulling a knife from the glove-box, I fumble with the ignition for a moment, but I still have that old magic touch and after just a few seconds I've managed to get the wires loose and connected, and the engine starts first time.
 
   “Finally,” I mutter, tossing the knife aside and then looking out at the town square.
 
   To my shock, I realize that the freaks have all turned to stare at me, their faces picked out by the moonlight. The sight is pretty crazy, and a moment later some of them start stumbling toward me, as if I've managed to get their attention again. If they think they can corner me and pin me down again, they're about to get a shock. Flicking the car's lights on, I rev the engine for a moment, waiting as more and more of these assholes get closer. My whole body is trembling, to the point that I can barely hold the wheel, but as I watch the freaks getting closer I feel a sense of pure anger rising in my chest. There must be forty or fifty of them now, and they've all got that same grin on their faces as they come toward me.
 
   “Revenge time,” I mutter, before flooring the pedal and sending the car lurching forward. As I speed toward them, I can't help letting out a scream of pure anger.
 
   I immediately hit two of the assholes, knocking them aside before speeding into a group of three more, crunching them under the car. The whole goddamn vehicle shudders as I drive right over them, but once I'm clear I manage to change up a gear and speed across the town square, knocking a load more of them down like skittles. I could get out of here right now, but instead I spin the wheel and turn the car, before speeding back across the square so I can take a few more of them down before I leave. The car's headlights pick out their faces in their final moments as one by one they're mowed down under the wheels. I even spot Brittany briefly, smiling at me as the car slams into her and then crunches over her body, and a moment later Jordan is next. After what those assholes did to me, I can't help smiling as the car picks up speed and careers across the grass.
 
   Spinning the car around again, I come to a halt on one edge of the square. Ahead of me, there are dozens of torn and mangled bodies that have been smeared into my wheel-tracks, but some of the freaks are still alive and still coming toward me, as if they haven't learned their lesson.
 
   I rev the engine for a moment, before sending the car lurching forward, accelerating toward a group of them and slamming into them at such speed that some of them are dragged under the car while a couple bounce off the windshield and are sent flying through the night air.
 
   “I don't think so,” a voice suddenly booms in my head, and before I can react I feel something taking control of my arms, forcing me to spin the wheel hard. By the time I've managed to regain control, it's too late and the car has begun to turn and finally the wheels dig into the grass and the car flips, rolling several times and then sliding across the square in a shower of sparks until it comes to a rest at the edge of the sidewalk.
 
   Letting out a gasp of pain, I clamber out through the broken window and look back across the square.
 
   For a moment, all I can do is stare at the horrific scene. There are bodies everywhere, crushed and twisted by the car as I drove over them. Some are clearly already dead, while others are badly injured and bleeding, and a few look to have survived with nothing more than some broken bones. None of them are moaning or crying out, though; the ones who are still just about alive are trying to get up, but the only sound comes from their broken bones clicking incessantly as they continue to struggle. Stumbling to my feet, I look down and see Brittany on the grass. Most of her body is fine, but her face and neck have been crushed by the car's wheels and she's reaching up with her hands, feeling the damage as if she's trying to work out what happened to her. After a moment, however, she falls still.
 
   Nearby, some of the others are moaning, while Jordan is trying to drag himself across the grass toward me, trailing his broken legs. Reaching back into the car, I take out the knife and limp over to him, thinking back to everything he and those other freaks did to me when they had me tied up. I'm not the kind of guy who ever needs to see a shrink, but if I was, I'd be in therapy for the rest of my life after what happened earlier.
 
   “I don't know who I'm talking to,” I sneer, crouching down in front of him and placing the tip of the blade against his neck, “but whoever's in that melon of yours, I hope this hurts.”
 
   “Me too,” he stammers.
 
   With that, I slice the knife across his flesh, cutting his throat open and then pulling back as blood pours from the wound. Getting to my feet, I turn and look across the moonlit town square, where thirty or forty dead bodies are laid out, some crushed and dead, some still struggling to keep going despite their injuries.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, momentarily shocked by the sight. It's like a war-zone out there. “Are you happy?” I scream. “You hurt me and I hurt you back twice as hard! That's how it goes! That's what I -”
 
   Suddenly I feel someone grabbing my hand from behind, and I turn just as the knife is pulled free from my grip.
 
   Brittany is standing right behind me, or what's left of her. Most of her body is fine, but her head has been crushed and the car's tires smeared most of her face away from her skull. Her eyes are gone, too, crushed along with most of her face, so I have no idea how she can know where I am. I guess it's just a fluke that she's next to me.
 
   “If you -”
 
   Suddenly I spot another body on the ground, grinning as it watches me intently.
 
   “I see you,” the body hisses.
 
   Before I can react, Brittany falls against me and plunges the knife into my chest, driving the blade straight toward my heart. I fall back, but she's still holding onto the knife and finally we drop down together onto the cold grass, and I feel the blade's tip slicing between my ribs.
 
   “I thought I wouldn't enjoy your death,” the voice whispers in my head, as I stare in horror at Brittany's cracked skull, with fluid dribbling between the gaps on her face and splattering onto my cheek. “I was wrong.” With that, the front of her skull falls apart, flooding my face with blood as her eyes and brain slop out onto me and I feel the knife digging deeper into my chest.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “I can breathe!” Tatty gasps, falling forward and dropping onto her side as she clutches her neck. She rolls onto her back, staring up at the night sky as she desperately tries to get air into her lungs. “I can breath again! He's gone!”
 
   “Where?” I ask, looking around but seeing no-one.
 
   “Something distracted him,” she stammers. “He was in my head, he was laughing while I was dying, and then suddenly he was torn away as if something else had caught attention. I've never felt that happen before.”
 
   Hearing a cry of pain coming from somewhere along the next street, I hurry to the corner and see that something seems to be happening on the town square. In the pale moonlight, I can just about make out bodies on the grass, and some of them have dark patches on them, as if they've been injured. A moment later, a scream fills the air, and I'm not certain but I can't shake the feeling that it might be Dean.
 
   “I have to find him,” I stammer, before looking down into my arms and seeing that the baby is sleeping once again.
 
   “Come on,” Tatty stammers breathlessly, hurrying over to me. “We won't get a third chance. We have to get out of here.”
 
   “I can't leave Dean,” I reply, handing the baby back to her. “Take him and run! Run as far and as fast as you can, I'll be right behind but I have to see if Dean's still here.”
 
   “Are you crazy?” she asks. “If you stay a moment longer, Eli'll get you!”
 
   “I can handle Eli,” I tell her, “but you can't, so get the hell out of here!”
 
   “I'm not leaving you!”
 
   “Eli doesn't care about you,” I continue, “not really. It's me he wants. You have a better chance of getting away if I'm not with you.”
 
   “I -” She pauses, before looking down at Robert. After a moment, she turns back to me with tears in her eyes. “I have to get him out of here. You understand, don't you?”
 
   “Run!” I hiss.
 
   “Holly...”
 
   “Run!”
 
   As she turns and stumbles along the street with her child in her arms, I head the opposite way, making my way toward the town square until I reach the corner and finally witness the true horror of the scene. There are dead bodies everywhere, some of them with terrible injuries, their limbs crushed and torn, some of them even ripped apart. A moment later I realize what must have happened: my car is nearby, resting on its roof, and although some of the locals are still standing and apparently unhurt, they seem to be completely mesmerized by something, as if Eli has left their bodies abandoned. It takes a moment before I realize that with so many of the bodies having been killed, Eli must be flooded with the sensation of death. That's what distracted him.
 
   “Dean?” I call out, taking a few faltering steps forward. “Dean, are you here? Dean, where are you?”
 
   Making my way past the smashed car, I lean down and look inside, but there's no sign of him. I stumble around to the other side, but just as I'm about to call his name again, I spot his body on the ground, with another figure slumped against him.
 
   “Dean!” I shout, hurrying over and dropping to my knees, only to see to my horror that there's a knife embedded in his chest. His eyes are wide open and glassy, and I check for a pulse before realizing that I'm too late. I keep trying, desperate to find a hint of life, but there's nothing.
 
   He's dead.
 
   “No,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes. “Dean, please...”
 
   For a moment, all I can do is stare down at his dead body. Sometimes I hated him with a passion, but the sight of him like this is too much to bear. There are bruises and cuts all over his face as I reach a hand out and carefully close his eyes.
 
   “You shouldn't waste any tears over him,” a voice says suddenly. “He wasn't... He wasn't worthy of you.”
 
   Turning, I see Eli standing a few feet away, swaying slightly as if he can barely stay upright, while all around us there are a few soft moans coming from the mangled, dying bodies on the grass.
 
   “He was bad,” he continues. “Rotten to the core.”
 
   “Who are you to decide that?” I ask, feeling a flash of anger in my chest. “Are you happy now? Is this what you wanted?”
 
   “I want you to learn from me,” he replies. “I want -” He pauses, as if he's struggling to stay focused. “I want you to see that this ability is a great gift, Holly. To feel through other bodies, to -”
 
   He stops again, and a moment later I hear a faint clicking sound over my shoulder. Turning, I see one of the injured figures trying to get to its feet, only for more blood to flow from its crushed chest as it slumps back down. It tries again and again, almost as if some deep preservation instinct has taken over and the body, even without its mind, refuses to stay down. Finally, after a few more attempts, it topples forward and rests on the grass, still clicking slightly as its shoulder shudders.
 
   “So many deaths,” Eli whispers as I turn back to him. “So many of them died all at once, and every few seconds another is extinguished like...” He turns and looks across the horrific scene, with a hint of pure wonder in his eyes. “I was so good,” he continues. “I paced myself, I forced myself to not kill too many of them at once, and then that idiot plowed through them and...” He gasps, and it's clear that he's like a drug addict who has suddenly been given a rush of what he loves the most. “It's almost too beautiful to handle,” he continues, taking a step forward. “Holly, you have to taste this, you have to understand what I'm feeling. You'll understand immediately.”
 
   Before I can reply, I realize his mind is slipping into mine again, and this time he's bringing a sense of all these deaths with him. I try to force him back, but he's too powerful and a flood of emotion crashes through my thoughts. I fall back, barely able to breathe, and finally I realize that this time he's not trying to take control of my body, he's trying to share his own senses with me. I turn and look across the town square, and I swear I can feel the pain and ecstasy of all these dying people mixing in my mind. There's fear and shock and release, shuddering through my thoughts, and every few seconds I feel a fresh rush of pleasure as another soul leaves its body.
 
   Eli was right.
 
   This does feel beautiful.
 
   It shouldn't, but it does.
 
   “Isn't it exquisite?” Eli's voice whispers in my head finally. “Surrender to it, Holly, and you'll never look back. Death is agony until the final seconds, but then there's this rush of pure pleasure in each of the bodies. What is that, do you think? God's welcome? Something purely biological, a final rush of neurons exploding in the brain? I'm not even sure I want to know the truth, I think I just want to let it wash over me. Embrace the feeling, Holly, let it into your soul. This is only the beginning. Imagine what else you can feel.”
 
   I know I should be horrified, I know I should tell him to go to hell, but...
 
   Ecstasy.
 
   Pure, unadulterated ecstasy.
 
   I can already feel another of the bodies edging closer to death.
 
   Closer...
 
   Almost there...
 
   A pause, as if it's waiting...
 
   And then the rush of pleasure, rippling through my mind like a million tiny stars all flaring at once. Even before I've felt them properly, they're already fading away, disappearing into the darkness above.
 
   Another death.
 
   With my head tilted back and my eyes closed, I let out a faint gasp.
 
   Already, I can sense another rush coming.
 
   I've never felt so alive.
 
   “I told you,” Eli's voice says finally. “Now do you understand? I'm not a monster, Holly. The death of another human being is the ultimate drug. Feeling it this way... No-one on the planet could resist such ecstasy.”
 
   I try to tell him to leave me alone, but the sensations in my head are overpowering my thoughts. Finally, however, from somewhere deep in my mind, I realize I have to resist, that I can't become like Eli. Closing my eyes, I focus on trying to force him out, to stop him sharing these sensations with me, and finally I'm able to feel him being pushed back. He tries to fight me, but no matter how hard he works to stay in my head, I manage to flush him out, pushing and pushing until suddenly I open my eyes again and gasp as I realize that I've pushed too far, and now my thoughts are in his head.
 
   “I knew you could do it,” he stammers, dropping down to his hands and knees on the grass nearby. “I knew you'd have the gift too.”
 
   “I don't want it,” I reply, trying to pull my mind back but feeling as if the threads of our thoughts are getting tangled. “Let me out of here!”
 
   “Once you feel it,” he replies, “you can't hold back. Like me, you'll be forced to explore your new abilities. There'll no longer be any such thing as right and wrong, you'll recognize yourself as something new. You'll do what you can, because that's how life goes on.”
 
   “No!” I shout, starting to pick my thoughts from among his, dragging the strands of my own mind back into my head. “I'm not going to be like you!” I want to push him away again, but I feel as if some of my thoughts are still in his head so, instead, I focus on holding him back as I finish dis-entangling those final few strands. No matter how hard I try, however, I can already feel him forcing his way back into my mind, reaching in from every angle as he tries to swamp my thoughts. Trying not to panic, I push him back.
 
   “You have so much potential,” his voice whispers, as I feel something dark and cold and wet slipping against the inside of my skull, as if my brain has become a nest of snakes. “I have no children of my own, Holly, but you and I were always so close. Just let me peel back the first layer of this miracle for you, and I guarantee you'll dive right in and explore the rest for yourself. I can be your guide -”
 
   “No!” I shout, although I'm not sure if the voice comes from my mouth or if it's just an echo in my mind.
 
   “You can become so much more,” he continues. “I'll be so proud of you -”
 
   “Get out of my head!” I scream, turning away in the hope that I might be able to break the connection. I try crawling across the grass, but Eli is reaching into my arms now, holding them stiff to keep me from getting too far. I can barely even bend my elbows as I reach out and dig my fingers into the cold, damp soil.
 
   “I can train you up -”
 
   “I don't want to do what you do!” I shout, feeling my whole body shudder as Eli pushes his way through my thoughts. The slithering sensation from my brain is pushing down through my neck now, almost choking me. “I'm not like you! You're a monster!”
 
   “Or a freak?” I can hear him laughing now, as if he's amused by my struggles to draw breathe. “So many people interpret my presence in their mind using a snake metaphor. I wonder why that is? Surely you of all people, Holly, should recognize that I only want to help you. With the others, I was taking control, but with you I simply aim to share my gift.”
 
   “I don't want it,” I stammer. “I'm nothing like you!”
 
   “Then why am I able to feel you pushing me back so strongly? If you weren't like me, you wouldn't be able to resist.”
 
   I let out a cry of pain as I focus on getting him out of my mind. It's not just his voice I can hear in my head, either; he's bringing moans and sobs with him, as if he's trying to share the agony of all the dying people left mangled on the town square. If I surrender even for just one second, they'll flood me completely and I don't think I'll ever be free again. I could embrace the ecstasy and share everything Eli is offering, but I refuse to accept that I'm the kind of person who'd enjoy the pain of others. Struggling to stay on my hands and knees, I hold my breath and concentrate, trying to drive the slithering sensation out of my head.
 
   “I -” I try to whisper, but it's too late.
 
   Eli's too strong.
 
   “The end result will be the same,” he says firmly, his voice echoing through my body. “You'll see things my way eventually, no matter how hard it might seem now.”
 
   There's another death coming.
 
   Another of the poor souls is dying nearby.
 
   The rush is coming, rumbling through the darkness of Eli's mind, threatening to burst into mine.
 
   I can feel him waiting for the ecstasy.
 
   “You'll never be the same again,” he whispers. “Your soul will be forever flooded with the knowledge of your new -”
 
   “I'm nothing like you!” I scream, finally finding the strength to turn to him. At the same time, I feel an immense swell of anger bursting up through my chest and into my head, and I stumble to my feet just as the whole world seems to shatter all around me. I know this is my final chance, even as the ground around me seems to be trembling, so I push back against him with all the strength I have left. For a fraction of a second, I stare straight into Eli's eyes and see a sense of shock, before my own thoughts spill over and rush into his head, crashing against his own mind and then bursting out through his skull. I can hear him screaming, but within a fraction of a second the scream is gone, replaced by my own as I slump down against the wet grass, breathless and with a vast pain burning in my head.
 
   Squeezing my eyes tight shut, I wait as the rush fades before it can reach me.
 
   “Holly!” Eli's voice gasps.
 
   Reaching forward, I find I can move my body properly again. I dig the fingers of my right hand into the soil, holding on tight in case I lose touch with the world.
 
   I wait for his voice.
 
   Silence.
 
   Finally, I realize he's gone.
 
   Staring down at the dark grass, I can see my own breath in the cold night air. I wait, convinced I'll hear Eli's voice, but my mind suddenly feels as if it's my own again. Raising my head, I look toward Eli, and at first I can't quite make out what I'm seeing. He's kneeling just a few feet away, but there's blood all over his chest; a moment later, he slumps forward, almost landing on me, and I see to my horror that his head is missing, with just the bloodied stump of his neck remaining, poking out from the top of his shirt.
 
   Behind him, on the grass, pieces of skull and brain matter have been sprayed to the sidewalk and beyond.
 
   “Eli?” I whisper, still not daring to believe that he's gone.
 
   For a moment, my mind is flooded with the memory of uncle Eli on a sunny day years ago, tipping candy into my outstretched hand. That image quickly fades, however, leaving me once again shivering on the dark town square, with Eli's shattered corpse in front of me.
 
   I wait, but the only sound comes from several groaning bodies nearby.
 
   Stumbling to my feet, I feel dizzy for a moment but I force myself to stagger across the grass, picking my way past the torn and wrecked corpses. I stop at each of them, checking to see if there's anything I can do to help, but they're all too far gone. My mind racing, I keep moving from body to body until I find one that is still twitching and gasping.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I ask, looking down at his bloodied chest and immediately realizing that he's lost too much blood to survive.
 
   He opens his mouth to reply, but all that comes from his mouth is a faint gurgling sound.
 
   Staring into his eyes, I realize that it's the old man who lived next door to Eli. Sure enough, when I look at his mouth, I see his rotten teeth with loose nerves exposed.
 
   “Are you in there?” I continue, waiting to see whether the old man has his body back, or whether Eli is still in there.
 
   “He's gone,” he whispers finally. “Finally... Even the pain is... mine again...”
 
   Reaching down, I try to support him as best I can. While I'm working to get him more comfortable, however, I feel him fall limp in my arms, and when I look down at his face I realize that it's too late.
 
   The only comfort is that his death was his own. At the end, he wasn't forced into a corner of his mind, he didn't have to endure Eli's presence as he died. I guess that was the only possible dignity left for him.
 
   I let him down gently against the grass, before looking across the sea of dead bodies. Somehow, deep down, I can tell that Eli is truly gone.
 
   Silence.
 
   There's no sound.
 
   Just silence.
 
   Finally I reach my upturned car and lean against the door for a moment, trying to steady myself. I feel as if I want to scream, but I know I have to keep going, and that I have to get help for the few people who are left alive. After a moment, I stumble onward, heading across the square, making for the edge of town. I don't know which way to go, not yet, but I have to get to the next town as fast as I can, and then I have to come back with police and ambulances. I almost trip as I get to the sidewalk, and I look up to see the night's stars spinning above me.
 
   Suddenly the sky looks much further away than ever, as if I'm more aware of the vast distance between each star.
 
   I keep walking, barely even able to think as I reach the edge of town and make my way along the road. Ahead, the sun is starting to rise and gradually my thoughts start to settle again, even though I still feel as if my mind is somehow much bigger than my skull. I have no energy at all, but I know I have to keep going, I have to get help and then hopefully someone can explain all of this to me. Those things Eli said can't have been true, they were far too crazy; there has to be some other, more rational explanation for everything that has happened. Finally, I stop for a moment, barely able to summon the strength to keep my eyes open.
 
   Up ahead, silhouetted against the dawn sky, there's a woman sitting on the ground, cradling a child in her arms. After a moment, I realize I can hear the terrified, chaotic cry of a baby.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Holly
 
    
 
   “I'm not saying you're lying, Ms. Denton,” the sheriff replies, scratching the back of his neck, “but the thing is... The story you just told me is a little hard to believe. I mean, a man who could reach his mind into the heads of a whole town? Seriously? Maybe you need more time to think about what really happened here...”
 
   Sitting in the back seat of his patrol car, as several state troopers rush past and as ambulances load up more corpses from the town square, I spot Eli's body being rolled onto a stretcher. I've seen so many dead bodies over the past twenty-four hours, first in moonlight and then in the cold light of day, they'd begun to all look the same, as if I was in the middle of a war-zone. The sight of Eli, however, snaps my mind back to harsh reality, and I watch as his left arm momentarily hangs off the side of the stretcher and is then placed carefully over his chest, before his body is covered.
 
   “I told you what happened,” I say finally, turning back to the sheriff. “Did you talk to Tatty?”
 
   “Sure,” he mutters, clearly feeling uncomfortable, “but she -”
 
   “She backed me up?”
 
   He pauses, before nodding. “If the two of you are trying to corroborate each other's stories -”
 
   “Is her baby okay?”
 
   He nods. “He's getting checked over now at the hospital, but so far he seems fine.”
 
   I watch as one of the ambulances pulls away.
 
   “How many died?” I ask finally, turning back to the sheriff.
 
   “At least sixty-five,” he replies, “not including the rotting bodies we discovered behind the doctor's office. It's starting to look like the full count'll be well over a hundred.”
 
   “You need to go back years,” I tell him. “This didn't all happen overnight, Eli has been doing it for a while now.”
 
   “We'll get to that.”
 
   I watch his face for a moment, seeing the discomfort in his eyes. “You still don't believe me, do you?” I continue finally.
 
   “You've gotta admit,” he replies, “it's a pretty crazy story.”
 
   “So how else do you explain what we found here this morning?” I ask. “If you don't believe what I told you, what's your version?”
 
   The truth is, after Tatty and I told the police what had happened, and after the sheriff agreed to drive me back out here, I half-expected to find everything was normal again, that last night's events had been some kind of hallucination. When we finally reached the town square and saw all the bodies, however... That was when I finally, after so much resistance, accepted the horrific truth.
 
   “I don't have a clue exactly what happened,” he admits after a moment, “but so far it looks like someone was killing people here in Tulepa, and finally, whatever happened last night, it all ended with a car being driven right through a crowd. Those are the facts, and the rest... Well, that'll take more time to figure out.”
 
   I watch as Eli's body is loaded into the back of an ambulance.
 
   “You should cut him up,” I continue. “Check his brain, see if there's anything obviously wrong with it.”
 
   “A full autopsy has already been ordered.”
 
   “And ask the survivors, too. I'm sure they'll back me up.”
 
   “There aren't many left,” he replies. “We've spoken to some of them, but they seem to be in a daze. Most of them are jabbering on about having their bodies back. Hopefully they'll start remembering what really happened soon.”
 
   “And if they don't?”
 
   “A lot of people have died here,” he continues, “and ordinarily I'd have to consider you as the main suspect, but...” He pauses. “Well, to tell the truth, Ms. Denton, I've been ordered to release you. Seems someone higher up the food chain wants to take over this investigation. That doesn't really sit well with me, but I don't suppose there's much I can do about it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Before he can answer, a black limousine pulls up nearby, and a moment later two dark-suited men climb out and make their way toward us. As they slip sunglasses over their eyes, I feel a shiver pass through my body. Something about these men, something in their body language as they head this way, marks them out as different, as if they're already in charge of the entire scene.
 
   “Good luck,” the sheriff whispers to me, with a hint of sadness in his voice. “I'm sorry, Ms. Denton, but this is way above my pay-grade.”
 
   As he walks away, the two dark-suited men reach the car, and one of them pulls the door open.
 
   “Holly Denton?” the other man asks.
 
   “Who wants to know?” I ask cautiously, as two more ambulances drive past.
 
   “We're agents with a federal office just outside of Harpersville,” the man replies, flashing a badge at me but not giving me enough time to make out the details. “We heard about your experiences here and we have a few questions. I imagine the local police have been rather skeptical, but I can assure you that we take your claims far more seriously. Let me start by assuring you that we believe every word of your story.”
 
   “Actually,” I reply, “I was told I'd be allowed to go home this afternoon.”
 
   “I'm not sure that'll be possible,” the second man tells me. “A whole lot of people were killed here last night, Ms. Denton, and your car was used in the crime. We had to step in and make some deals on your behalf, to ensure you didn't get locked up on suspicion of multiple vehicular homicide.” He pauses, as if he expects me to fall gratefully into their arms and let them take me away. “Now, we could un-make those deals and walk away, leave you to languish in some small-town jail cell, but that'd be a waste of our time and it'd land you in a very serious situation.” He turns to his colleague. “They have the death penalty in this state, don't they?”
 
   “I believe they do,” his colleague replies.
 
   “Tricky,” the second man adds, turning back to me. “I wouldn't want to be in your shoes right now, Ms. Denton. I mean, we both know you're innocent, but explaining that to a jury might be difficult. You'd be facing a very long, very uncertain process.”
 
   “Or,” the first man continues, “you could come with us and talk to some people who are very... open-minded about the kind of thing that seems to have happened to you. People who already know what's possible.”
 
   Staring at them, I realize there's no way they're going to take no for an answer.
 
   “So you believe me?” I ask, feeling a faint, cautious hint of relief.
 
   “Let's just say that we have reason to consider certain possibilities.”
 
   “Your uncle Eli's body won't be going to the same hospital as everyone else,” the second man tells me. “His autopsy will take place at our facility, and it'll be conducted by people who already have an idea what they're looking for.” A faint smile crosses his lips. “From what we've seen so far, it would appear that his death was a little different to the others. His head seems to have been blown clear off his body, but I doubt we'll find any evidence of a gunshot wound. Must've been some serious pressure that was applied, though. Maybe from inside his skull.”
 
   “I didn't do that,” I reply, with tears in my eyes. “I mean, I never meant to hurt anyone, I just -”
 
   “We know,” the first man says, stepping back to let me out of the car. “We can take you to people who can help you, to people who understand what you've been through. Your uncle would appear to have had quite a gift, and judging by everything you told the sheriff this morning, you might very well share that gift.”
 
   “We'd like to help you,” the second man continues. “It'd be a terrible shame if your abilities went unnoticed and, instead, you ended up being charged with all these murders.”
 
   “Please,” the first man adds, “there's no need to sit around here. There's a plane waiting to take you to Harpersville. You're free to turn us down, but I would very much encourage you to consider our kind offer. We have significant resources and we genuinely want to help, and all we ask for in return is a little of your time.”
 
   “You know about this already?” I ask. “This kind of thing, I mean? You know it's possible?”
 
   “Please, Ms. Denton. The plane is waiting.”
 
   Climbing out of the car, I look out across the town square for moment, watching as severed body parts are placed in individual evidence bags. I can't imagine how Tulepa can ever be a normal town again, not after everything that has happened here. Turning, I see that a crew is already working on my car, slowing attaching lines to a tractor as if they're about to take it away. After all the chaos of last night, the disaster scene is starting to appear almost normal again although the grass underfoot is still damp with blood. I guess soon everything will have been tidied away: all the dead bodies, all the blood, all the broken glass and metal. There'll just be the empty town square left, and maybe they'll even tidy that away too.
 
   I wouldn't be surprised if, in five years' time, Tulepa is just a scarred patch of empty soil.
 
   “Dean,” I stammer, turning to the two dark-suited men. “My boyfriend, he...” I watch as a forensic worker picks up a severed arm and places it in a clear bag. “He was here, he died. He should have a proper burial.”
 
   “Someone'll be going through all the body parts,” the second man says, taking my arm and leading me toward the black limousine, “and putting them together. Eventually everyone who died will be identified, and I'm sure a proper burial will be arranged in due course. Any bits that go unidentified will be interred separately.”
 
   Too stunned to argue, I climb into the limousine, while still looking across the town square. I swear, all morning the world has seemed different, as if something has changed in my head. I open my mouth to say something, to tell these two men that I need to go and check on Tatty, but suddenly the door is slammed shut and I find I can barely see out through the tinted windows. I've been expecting to burst into tears over the past few hours, but that moment hasn't come.
 
   Not yet.
 
   “Don't you worry about a thing,” the first man says as he and his colleague climb into the front of the car. “We're gonna take real good care of you. That's quite a gift you've got, Ms. Denton. You wouldn't want it to go to waste, would you? Every person on the planet has a duty to explore their own potential.”
 
   “Sure,” I whisper, even though I feel as if something's terribly wrong. As the limousine pulls away, I turn and look through the rear window, watching as first the town square and then the town itself recede into the distance. Part of me wants to open the door and jump out, to run back and try to help, but at the same time I'm not sure there's much I could do, especially not while my hands are trembling so much. Turning, I stare ahead as the limousine bumps along the rough road. All I want is to calm my mind, to stop thinking about anything, but thoughts are rushing through my head. “What'll happen to Tulepa?” I ask finally.
 
   “I beg your pardon, M'am?”
 
   “The town's dead now, isn't it?” I ask. “I mean... Who'd want to live there?”
 
   “Someone'll deal with that. Don't worry too much about things that are outside your control. You're a very lucky woman. Where you're going now, there are people who can really help you. You might just be at the start of something huge, Ms. Denton. Something most people could never even dream of.”
 
   “I don't want any of that,” I whisper, closing my eyes and focusing on the sensation of the car speeding away from Tulepa. Those tears are coming; they're not here yet, but they're coming. “I don't want to be part of something huge. I just want to be normal.”
 
   “You blew your uncle's head off with the power of your thoughts,” the second man says after a moment. “I don't think the word normal has a place in your vocabulary anymore. Where we're going, there are some people who are very interested to meet you, and I think you might just be their strongest specimen yet. Don't worry. We're all on your side.”
 
   I want to believe them, really I do, but as I sit with my eyes closed and feel the car bumping along an uneven road, I swear I can sense something nearby. It's almost as if I can feel the emotions of these two men: there's confidence, sure, but they're also hiding a sense of uncertainty, maybe even fear, and after a moment I realize that they're holding something back from me. I can't put my finger on how I know, but suddenly it becomes clear that once they get me onto the plane, everything is going to change. They don't want to help me.
 
   They want to contain me.
 
   Opening my eyes, I stare straight ahead. A moment later, the second man turns to me. He smiles for a moment, but as we make eye contact his smile freezes and then fades.
 
   I don't think I want to get on the plane with them, and I think I know how to make them stop the car.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Three months later
 
    
 
   “Don't cry,” Tatty whispered, holding Robert tight and putting a hand on the back of his head. “Come on, it's okay, there's no need to cry. Momma's here and everything's fine now. We're together.”
 
   She waited, closing her eyes for a moment as a smile crept across her face. Sure, she preferred it when her son didn't bawl his eyes out, but at the same time she'd come to realize that crying was normal for a baby, and normality was the most important thing after everything that had happened in Tulepa. All she wanted was to live a nice, safe, quiet life with a normal, healthy child. As Robert began to settle again, she set him back down in his crib and watched as he stared up at her.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked. “Feeling better now?”
 
   Robert smiled and let out a faint, gurgling laugh. Over the past few months, Tatty had carefully studied other babies whenever she'd been given the chance, and she'd come to understand more or less how they were expected to behave. Despite her constant fear that there might be something else lingering behind her son's eyes, she was increasingly certain that he was just a normal, healthy child.
 
   And that felt like an absolute miracle.
 
   Hearing someone knocking on her apartment door, she leaned down and kissed Robert's forehead.
 
   “I'll be right back to feed you, okay?” she said with a smile, gently tickling his belly, just enough to make him laugh again. “I'll always be right back, any time I have to leave the room. Count on it.” She lingered for a moment longer, just to be certain that his smile was genuine, and then finally she forced herself to leave the room.
 
   Heading through to the hallway, she stopped to make sure there was no baby formula on her t-shirt, before unchaining the door and pulling it open, only to find a worried-looking woman standing in the corridor outside.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Natalie Sutton?” the woman asked cautiously, with a hint of tears in her eyes.
 
   “Is there something you want?” Tatty replied, instantly tensing. No matter how many times she told herself that she was safe now, in the back of her mind there was a constant, nagging fear.
 
   “I...” The woman paused, as if she wasn't quite sure how to continue. “I'm really sorry to disturb you, but my name is Karen Denton, and I think you might be the last person who saw my sister Holly before she disappeared. The last person I can talk to, anyway. She... Well, she mentioned you once or twice on the phone, so I figured it was worth a shot. Tracking you down was kind of tricky.”
 
   “Disappeared?” Tatty frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean no-one's heard from her for the past three months,” Karen continued, “and we're all starting to think... Well, we're starting to get really worried. Some men came and talked to us a while back... Well, it was more like they interrogated us, really, like they thought we were lying when we said we hadn't heard from her. Then they started watching us, keeping us under surveillance all the time, until about a week ago when they either got better at hiding or they gave up.” She paused. “And now I'm getting desperate for news about my sister, so I was hoping that maybe you could tell me how she was doing the last time you saw her. I know it's a long-shot, but I've tried everything else and... Please, anything you know, even the slightest thing, might help. The police have been stone-walling us, it's almost as if they've just decided not to help. You're my last hope.”
 
   Tatty paused, before stepping aside to let her into the apartment. “How much do you know already?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing, really,” Karen replied. “Our uncle has vanished too. There was some kind of incident at Tulepa, but it's all being swept under the rug and I can tell they're lying. I don't care what happened, but I have to find my sister!”
 
   Tatty opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment no words came out. “I can tell you what I know,” she said finally, even though she hated the idea of talking or even thinking about Tulepa again, “but... It might sound crazy. You're just going to have to believe me when I tell you it's all true.”
 
   As Karen nodded gratefully, Tatty pushed the door shut and Robert started crying again in the next room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Now this is not our finest room, you understand,” the landlord explained, pushing the door open to reveal a small, bare room with just a bed in one corner and a rickety desk against the far wall. The blinds had been pulled down, covering a small window and leaving the room in relative gloom. “It's cheap, though, and clean, and you won't be troubled by noise from anyone else in the building. All the other tenants are quiet as mice. So long as you're not looking for anything too fancy, you should be just fine.”
 
   “I'm sure I will,” the man replied, setting his suitcase on the ground. “It's perfect.”
 
   “Like I said,” the landlord continued, “rent is due on the first of each month, and I only accept cash.” He paused, waiting for a reply. “Um... What did you say your name was again?”
 
   The man looked around the room for a moment, before turning to him. “Dean,” he said with a smile. “Dean Holt.”
 
   “And what line of work are you in, Mr. Holt?”
 
   “Oh, I'll do anything,” Dean replied. “I just felt the time was right for a change, you know? I'm not afraid of some manual labor. In fact, I'd like to get my hands dirty, really use these muscles.” He looked down at his arms, as if he was admiring himself. “I feel it'd be a shame for someone like me not to break a sweat. I think I'd go crazy sitting at some desk all day.” He paused for a moment. “Youth is a precious gift, and not one to be wasted. When one has an engine at one's disposal, one should run it at full speed.”
 
   “That attitude makes a refreshing change,” the landlord replied. “Too many people around here are losing touch with the concept of hard work.”
 
   “Not me,” Dean continued with a faint smile. “I happen to like fulfilling my potential, both mentally and physically. There was a time in my life when I sat around all the time, just staring at the walls, but those days are over. Hard work is good for the mind as well as the body.”
 
   “Never a truer word did I hear,” the landlord said, heading back out to the corridor. “I'll leave you to settle in, Mr. Holt, but if you need anything, anything at all, just come knock on my door, okay? I remember how it was when I first came to the city, I didn't know anyone at all but a few kind souls helped me out so if there's anything I can do for you, just let me know.”
 
   “I'll be sure to remember that,” Dean replied, before pushing the door shut.
 
   Finally alone, he looked around the room, taking slow, deep breaths. Wincing slightly, he began to unbutton his shirt, before pulling it away to reveal his bandaged chest. After removing the bandage, he made his way to the mirror above the sink and examined the un-stitched wound in his flesh. There was no fresh bleeding, and he'd come to realize that the tip of the knife's blade hadn't, in fact, pierced his heart at all, although it had come extremely close. Heading to the other side of the room, he set his suitcase on the bed and opened it, revealing cash and several packs of fresh bandages.
 
   He stood in silence for a moment.
 
   “Hush your complaining,” he whispered finally. “I can hear you, you know, whimpering away in the corner. What exactly do you think you're gonna achieve? You never used this body for anything other than drinking, fighting and fornicating anyway. You were wasting it.” He paused for a moment, as if he could hear someone answering in his mind. “Not a chance,” he continued. “Anyway, my original body is long gone, so I had no choice, I had to hitch a ride in another, and yours was the most convenient at the moment when Holly...”
 
   Another pause.
 
   “Well, let's not talk about her,” he added, reaching into the suitcase and taking out another bandage. He spent a few minutes setting the bandage in place on his chest, before heading to the window and finally pulling up the blinds.
 
   Outside, the city of New York lay spread out before him. More than eight million people, going about their daily lives in one of the busiest places on the planet.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Eli said with a smile, through Dean's mouth. “Now this is my kind of town.”
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Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   ANNIE'S ROOM
 
    
 
   1945 and 2015. Seventy years apart, two girls named Annie move into the same room of the same remote house. Their stories are very different, but tragedy is about to bring them crashing together.

Annie Riley has just broken both her legs. Unable to leave bed, she's holed up in her new room and completely reliant upon her family for company. She's also the first to notice a series of strange noises in the house, but her parents and brother think she's just letting her imagination run overtime. And then, one night, dark forces start to make their presence more keenly felt, leading to a horrific discovery...

Seventy years ago, Annie Garrett lived in the same house with her parents. This Annie, however, was very different. Bitter and vindictive and hopelessly devoted to her father, she developed a passionate hatred for her mother. History records that Annie eventually disappeared while her parents were executed for her murder, but what really happened to Annie Garrett, and is her ghost still haunting the house to this day?

Annie's Room is the story of two girls whose lives just happened to be thrown together by an unlikely set of circumstances, and of a potent evil that blossomed in one soul and then threatened to consume another.
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   THE FARM
 
    
 
   No-one ever remembers what happens to them when they go into the barn at Bondalen farm. Some never come out again, and the rest... Something about them is different. 

In 1979, the farm is home to three young girls. As winter fades to spring, Elizabeth, Kari and Sara each come to face the secrets of the barn, and they each emerge with their own injuries. But someone else is lurking nearby, a man who claims to be Death incarnate, and for these three girls the spring of 1979 is set to end in tragedy. 

In the modern day, meanwhile, Bondalen farm has finally been sold to a new family. Dragged from London by her widowed father, Paula Ridley hates the idea of rural life. Soon, however, she starts to realize that her new home retains hints of its horrific past, while the darkness of the barn still awaits anyone who dares venture inside. 

Set over the course of several decades, The Farm is a horror novel about people who live with no idea of the terror in their midst, and about a girl who finally has a chance to confront a source of great evil that has been feeding on the farm for generations.
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   TAKE ME TO CHURCH
 
    
 
   “There has been a terrible battle...”
 
    
 
   On a desolate patch of land, far from any town and linked to the shore only by a rocky causeway, there stands an old wooden church that has been left empty for more than a century. No-one goes there anymore, but the church still has one forgotten purpose, and now it's about to get pressed back into service.

Rachel has just survived something horrific, something that left her with terrible injuries that will most likely kill her soon. She stood up against the darkest evil, and she averted a tragedy. Now, as death threatens its slow embrace, Rachel has been taken by her remaining disciples to the church, where she will either recover or die.

At least, that's what she hopes will happen.

For Rachel, the danger is still very real. Rachel is certain that she banished the evil during her final battle, but worries that other dark forces might yet be out for revenge. Hideously injured and on the verge of death, she's preparing to face the truth. And then, against her strictest orders, her helpers make one final mistake.

They bring a child to the church.

Take Me to Church is a horror novel about a woman who thought she'd defeated evil, but who now feels a dark force closing in, and about a child who ends up drawn into the heart of battle.
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   ALICE ISN'T WELL
 
   (DEATH HERSELF BOOK 1)
 
    
 
   “There are lots of demons in the sky above London. The problem is, this one came crashing down to earth.” 

Ten years ago, Alice Warner was attacked and disfigured by an attacker in her own home. She remembers nothing of the attack, and she has been in a psychiatric hospital ever since. When she's finally released, however, she starts working as a security guard at an abandoned shopping mall. And that's when she starts to realize that something is haunting her, keeping just one step out of sight at all times... 

Meanwhile, seventy years earlier, a little girl named Wendy is left orphaned after a World War 2 fighter plane crashes onto her house. Taken to a monastery, Wendy is quickly singled out by the nuns for special attention. They say she has been possessed by a demon, and that there's only one way to save her soul. Fortunately for Wendy, however, there's someone else who seems to know far more about the situation. 

What is the shocking connection between Alice and Wendy, reaching out across the years? Does a demon really lurk in the girl's soul? And who is Hannah, the mysterious figure who tries to help Wendy, and who seventy years later begins to make her influence felt in Alice's life too? 

Alice Isn't Well is the first book in the Death Herself series, about a dark figure who arrives in the night, promising to help deal with the forces of evil whenever they appear.
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   MEDS
 
   (THE ASYLUM TRILOGY BOOK 2)
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the Overflow. And remember, all roads lead back to Lakehurst.” 

At the edge of a ruined town, a burned-out hospital houses one final, functional ward. There, a small group of doctors and nurses tend to patients who have been consigned to the Overflow. Unloved, forgotten by the people who knew them, these are the patients who will never receive visitors. If something happens to them, no-one will ask questions. 

When she starts work at Middleford Cross, Nurse Elly Blackstock thinks she's getting a second chance. She soon discovers, however, that this particular hospital is unlike any other. In one of the beds, an old man grapples with the horrors of his past, while in another there's a woman condemned to a life of darkness and silence. Ghosts stalk the corridors, and more ghosts are on the way. And watching over all of this is the hospital's administrator, Nurse Kirsten Winter, a woman who is desperately searching for someone named Annie Radford... 

Meds (The Asylum Trilogy book 2) is a dark horror novel about the lengths one woman will go to as she searches for the truth about the voices in her head.
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





