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CLOSET TREATS BY PAUL E. COOLEY 
 
      
 
    Trey Leger has spent a lifetime of battling mental illness and the imaginary demons from his childhood. Even now, years later and with a growing family, he still can’t walk past an open, darkened closet without seeing...it. 
 
    The shadowy silhouette. The burning emerald eyes. The Closet Man. 
 
    Now, there's a new ice cream truck roaming the neighborhood and Trey believes its driver is a monster. While the neighborhood children see a friendly man serving the treats, Trey sees a frightful demon behind the wheel. 
 
    With burning yellow eyes. The Ice Cream Man. 
 
    But is this real, or just another symptom of his ever-present struggles with balancing his medications? 
 
    While battling his growing uncertainty of reality, Trey investigates to determine if the creature is merely a symptom of his mental illness...or something far more terrifying. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The brilliant crisp sunlight was dying. A light breeze caused the pines and oaks to wave their limbs in some incomprehensible rhythm, the occasional oak leaf separating from a branch to flail and spiral in the wind. Trey stood at the edge of the schoolyard, patiently waiting. The bell would buzz in a few moments and a tidal wave of children would burst through the school's doors. 
 
    Trey smiled to himself. Picking up Alan from school was his favorite part of the day. 
 
    He always left the house a little early. It was one of the many rituals that allowed him to retain a sense of normalcy. 
 
    Other parents had shown up. Mostly in their cars, but a few women stood at the edge of the grass. He didn't know their names. They never spoke to him, or returned his “hellos”. In this day and age, ignoring your neighbors seemed to be the rule rather than the exception. He didn't move his head to look at them. He'd learned from past experience that trying to make eye contact was asking for a rebuke. What the hell ever happened to neighbor solidarity for Christ's sake? 
 
    How long until the school bell buzzed and the children came out? Trey fought the urge to pull out his phone and check the time. He normally didn't notice the minutes pass while waiting for the buzzer; only after the bell did his mental clock start keeping track of the seconds. Once, a few months ago, the buzzer had sounded and Alan didn't appear within the first couple of minutes. 
 
    The anxiety that took him that time nearly knocked him out. A steady horror film of his son, his fucking son being molested by some teacher in a back room, kept playing in his mind. He had tried to shake it off and make it go away, to end the horror loop, but it kept playing. And the longer it played in his mind, the more textured it became, sound effects of crying and chuffing, a loose belt jingling on a tile floor. Just as Trey began running for the school's backdoors, Alan appeared, turning and laughing when he saw his father. Alan had to pee before the walk home. 
 
    A cacophonous blaring of bells split the silence of the fall afternoon. Trey shook with a start. His gaze swiveled left, and his jaw dropped. Just visible through the copse of pines, a decal covered, white van sat at the road facing the playground. Two speakers jutted from the top of its roof ushering forth the brash, crisp bells. 
 
    The driver's side window was tinted black. Trey blinked and felt a stab of fear as the large van trembled slightly and a side panel door opened. 
 
    From where he stood Trey couldn't quite make out the figure inside, just a glimpse of a white uniform and pointed hat. 
 
    The school bell buzzed. As if on cue, a cheer rose from the school doors and Trey turned to watch as a mob of children poured out, book-stuffed backpacks swaying and thumping on their backs. Trey couldn't help but smile, remembering what it was like at that age to finally leave the school day behind. Looking forward to play. To dinner. To being children. 
 
    The ice cream van's bells pounded louder, silencing the children in one fell swoop. The mob stopped for a moment, as if unsure of what to do. Trey watched one of the older children, a little round across the middle, point to the van before he started running toward it. Dozens of children followed. 
 
    The mob moved off toward the van, leaving several stragglers behind. Trey was glad to see Alan was among the stragglers. His boy turned from the ice cream truck and toward his father. Alan's smile melted the tension in Trey's stomach. His boy. His son. Trey nodded to him and then Alan was in motion, his little legs pumping. 
 
    Alan jumped into Trey's waiting arms. “Hi, Dad!” 
 
    “Missed you, kiddo,” Trey breathed into his ear. “You ready to walk home?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Trey patted him on the back and put him down. Alan raised his arm, offering his hand to Trey. Trey wrapped his son's small hand inside his own. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan asked, “what is that?” 
 
    Trey followed Alan's outstretched free hand. He was pointing at the throng of children in front of the white van. They giggled and laughed as they shouted orders at the white clad figure. 
 
    Trey watched children digging into their pockets for change, passing coins and dollar bills into a white gloved hand. 
 
    “That,” Trey said, “is the Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    Alan turned to him. “But, it's getting cold for ice cream, isn't it?” 
 
    Trey laughed. “He sells candy too.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alan said. “But why is the music so loud?” 
 
    Trey took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Because he wants to make sure the children know he's there.” Trey paused and then muttered “Them and the rest of the world.” 
 
    Alan shrugged. “Candy? Ice cream?” He looked up at Trey, a half- smile on his face. “Can we get some one of these days?” 
 
    “I think we might could do that, kiddo.” Trey tousled the boy's hair. “Come on,” Trey said. “We've got some kart to play.” 
 
    Alan giggled. “Yes, sir, I'm ready to run you over!”  
 
    “Good deal.” 
 
    They began walking down the sidewalk. With each step, they moved closer to the parked van. They would be perpendicular to it when they finally crossed the street. Trey looked down at his son, happy to see the boy wasn't even looking at it. Instead, Alan was recounting his day, telling his Dad every detail. 
 
    Trey barely heard him. He couldn't stop staring at the van. Trey looked into the darkness behind the open panels. A pair of yellow eyes gleamed back at him. 
 
    Yellow eyes. They cast a baleful glow that lit a face of scales with sharp, blood-dripping fangs. The thing was smiling at him as its misshapen, gloved hands took money from the children and passed out sweets in return. Trey froze, his mind vapor-locked. 
 
    “DADDY!” Alan's yell broke through the mental scream rising up within him. “Daddy? Are you okay?” Alan asked, his face filled with concern. 
 
    Trey cleared his throat. He wasn't sure he could speak. “I'm--” he started and then stopped. He shook his head and refocused his eyes on his son. “I'm okay.” With his free hand, he rubbed Alan's coarse, short- cropped hair. “How long?” 
 
    Alan shrugged. “Just a little while this time,” Alan said. “Home?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey agreed. He smiled at his son. “Yeah, sorry about that.” He lightly squeezed the boy's hand. “You take good care of your old man.” 
 
    “It's a full time job,” the boy said. 
 
    Laughing, the two of them made their way past the street. Alan told Trey more about his day, occasionally asking questions about history that his teacher had glossed over. Trey did his best to keep up, although he couldn't shake the image of the thing inside the ice cream van, but he managed not to ice up again on the way home. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The walk home always gave him the chance to talk to Alan without interruption or distraction. The boy rattled on about his day, asking questions, laughing at Trey's answers. It was the part of the day that made Trey smile no matter how bad the rest of it had been.  
 
    “Get out your key,” Trey said . The boy stared up at him and blinked. “It's your turn to unlock the door.” Alan smiled at him. 
 
    He plucked off his pack and rummaged through the front pocket.  
 
    Trey grinned. “You got toys in there too?”  
 
    Alan smirked. “No, Daddy. No toys. Just,” he said as he lifted the key ring out of the pocket, “lots of pens and things.”  
 
    Trey cocked an eyebrow. “Things?” he asked. “And what would those be?”  
 
    The key fit into the dead-bolt with a little resistance. He looked back at his father. Trey shrugged. With a sigh, Alan managed to turn the key until the lock clicked. “I have some change in there,” Alan said as he struggled to release the key from the lock. “A little pencil sharpener.” Alan grunted as the key popped out from the lock. He turned back to his father and smiled. “And the charms Mommy gave me.” 
 
    “Ah,” Trey said. 
 
    Alan opened the door and walked through, holding it open for his father. “Always the little gentleman.” Trey grinned and followed his son inside. Alan smiled back and headed toward the living room. “Shoes, kiddo.” 
 
    Alan sighed. “Yes, Daddy.” With his back to Trey, he pressed down on the left shoe's heel and followed with the right. 
 
    The boy was always pushing off his shoes, ruining the heels. Alan placed his shoes on the shoe tree near the door. Trey shook his head, bending at the waist to untie his laces and removed each shoe with care. He placed them on the shoe tree next to Alan's. “Okay, kiddo. You have any homework to do?” Alan shook his head. “Go spark up some kart and I'll be there in a few.” 
 
    The boy giggled. “I like playing, but you're going to lose to me again.” 
 
    Trey laughed. “Give me Koopa this time. Maybe then I'll stand a chance.” 
 
    Alan shook his head. “Riiiiiiiight.” 
 
    Trey watched him scurry into the living room and then headed into his study. The computer screens were dark, no LEDs flashing, the room silent. Trey slowly lowered himself into the chair, and pressed the power buttons on the monitors. The dual 24” widescreen monitors flashed into life, bathing the room with an electric glow. 
 
    Trey checked his email, laughing at the responses from Bangalore. “Those guys really hate me,” he said to the screen. There was an email from Dick and he opened it. The email contained a picture of Trey, wildly off-balance, his long hair flowing in the wind, as he threw a frisbee down a hill. Dick's email read “Want to get your ass kicked again tomorrow?” 
 
    Dick. Jesus. He hadn't spoken to Dick all day, and that was a rare day. He'd been so wrapped up in the code, his iPhone alarm was the only thing that had kept him from being late to meet Alan for the walk home. 
 
    Dick, the retired neighbor across the street, always kept his messenger client going, but Trey hadn't bothered to start his today. The chatter from India had gotten to the point where he just didn't want the damned thing on anymore. 
 
    He wrote back a response to Dick, promising to be ready at 10 am, but didn't respond to the smack. He knew it infuriated Dick when he didn't acknowledge the trash-talk . But every once in a while, Dick would send an email with no rude words or arrogant statements. That's when Trey would pounce, sending back all the smack he could muster. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan called from the living room. 
 
    Trey put the computer back to sleep before turning off the monitors. The study immediately went dark. Trey turned in the chair to leave and stopped. 
 
    The closet. The closet door was partially open. A sudden chill left him goose fleshed and freezing. His heart rate rose, the sound pounding in his ears. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan called again. 
 
    Trey froze. A green light burned in the sliver of absolute darkness. A smooth oval of emerald malevolence. It would come out of the closet. It would grab him, drag him screaming into its lair. It would-- 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Trey looked away from the closet to his son. The boy's face was cloaked in shadow, but Trey could see the worry lines on his forehead. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I--” Trey looked toward the closet. The green light was gone. “Can you turn on the light, son?” Trey's voice shook. 
 
    Alan reached out and flipped the switch. The black halogen torch in the corner of the room blazed to life and chased away the darkness. 
 
    Trey took a deep breath and then walked toward the closet door. He grasped the doorknob, let out the breath, and then opened it. 
 
    Plastic drawers with computer parts stared back at him. Cables and cords wound neatly together, hung from the door's back. There was nothing in there. No monster. Nothing. 
 
    Trey chuckled, but it sounded more like a sob. He pushed the door closed, making sure the bolt slid firm. “Okay,” he breathed, “you can turn off the light now.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy.” The torch went dark, driving the room back into gloom. 
 
    Trey stared at the door. The fear had left him.  
 
    “You still want to play kart?” Alan asked.  
 
    Trey turned back to look at the boy. He smiled at him. “Give me Koopa?”  
 
    Alan sighed. “Okay, Daddy. But I'm still going to kick your butt.”  
 
    “Just try it,” he growled and zombie-loped toward his son. Alan squealed and ran from the room, Trey's laughter following close behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes of “kart,” as Alan liked to call it, was enough to leave Trey feeling nauseous. Trey knew they called his gen-eration the “video game” generation, but he was one of the few that 
 
    suffered from QuIMS. 2D graphics games were fine, the kind where the world stayed relatively static. But the lifelike 3D games, where the world bounced and spun, always managed to get to him. 
 
    Alan had called him chicken for leaving the game after the third bout of races. Trey had clucked and pumped his arms up and down, laughing, as he made his way into the kitchen. It was time to cook din- ner anyway. 
 
    He pulled out the pasta, placing it on the kitchen island. With an ease borne of repetition, he opened the freezer and scooped out the white container of sauce. Another turn, another grab, and a frozen sausage sat atop the cutting board. Pasta. Sausage. Trey's famous sauce. Oh, yeah, it was going to be a good dinner. 
 
    The sauce thawed on the island, leaving him time to cut up the sausage. He reached for the CUTCO cleaver from the butcher's block and sliced neatly through the plastic package. The sausage unfolded from the wrapper with effort. Once naked and on the board, he picked up the knife and began cutting it into pieces with quick, sharp, diagonal strokes. The sausage quickly turned from coils of brown and gray meat into neat, oblong pieces. 
 
    He smiled at the sound of Alan's yell in the other room. He'd either won or lost. It didn't matter. It was Friday night, and that meant Alan was free to play. 
 
    It also meant Trey and Carolyn would be free to play. 
 
    As he prepared the water for the pasta, he looked up at the micro- wave screen. The soft, green display told him it was 5. Trey blinked at the numbers and frowned. The green. The Closet Man. He'd been seeing the Closet Man as long as he could remember. Its eyes were always the bright, verdant color of a burning emerald. 
 
    He couldn't believe he'd forgotten to close the closet. He'd managed to open it and rummage through it, but only after he'd turned on all the lights in the study and adjusted the lamp so that it lit the door and interior. God, he hated closets. But forgetting to close the door all the way... He shook his head. 
 
    One thing the meds never seemed to do was dispel the Closet Man. 
 
    Trey waited for the water to boil and walked to the pantry. Carolyn had insisted on removing the pantry door shortly after they moved in. She quickly tired of Trey jumping every time he walked into the dark kitchen and found it open. 
 
    He opened the bread-box and removed a loaf of french bread. Garlic bread. He looked back at the clock to check the time. Yeah, he thought, I have time. 
 
    Parmesan cheese. The real stuff, not the crap from the can. Roasted garlic cloves left over from preparing his last batch of sauce. Another knife from the butchers block. He minced the garlic, enjoying the smell as the water started to boil behind him. He prepared the bread, covering each side of the split loaf with cheese and then shaking the garlic over it. 
 
    Into the oven. Pasta into the kettle. Sausage into the pan. Add sauce. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan called. “You're making me hungry!”  
 
    “Good. We'll eat as soon as Mommy gets home.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alan said. “But I'm going to tell her how badly I beat you.” 
 
    “I'm sure you will,” Trey yelled back. 
 
    Besides picking up Alan from school, the hour or so before Carolyn got home was his favorite part of every weekday. Cooking. Playing with the boy. Unwinding. 
 
    He looked back at the microwave display, watching the timer tick down. Green. 
 
    The eyes in the ice cream van. They weren't green. They had been cat's eye yellow, glowing with crimson centers. Trey frowned as he stirred the sausage, listening to it crackle in its own grease. He'd have to tell Kinkaid about that next month. 
 
    The sauce bubbled. Trey inspected the sausage, nodded to himself, and drained the pan. He combined the sausage and the sauce, stirred in some fresh oregano, and turned down the heat. Simmer. The pasta and garlic bread would be done in a few minutes. 
 
    The sound of the garage door opening made him smile. “Guess who's home?” Trey called to the living room. The electronic chatter from the game stopped with a beep. He listened to the sound of Alan's feet on the wood panel floor as he ran into the kitchen. “Hey,” Trey said, “slow down before you slip and bust your butt.” 
 
    Alan laughed and scrambled into the laundry room. When the door to the garage opened, Alan yelled “BOO!” Carolyn screamed in mock terror and then laughed. 
 
    Trey just nodded to himself, continuing to stir the sauce. 
 
    “Where is my dinner?” Carolyn said as she placed her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Almost ready,” he said. She stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. He chuckled. Then she bit his ear. “You better stop that,” he said. “The cook is on the clock.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up. You have more cooking to do later.” Her hand squeezed his ass. 
 
    “Work, work, work,” Trey said.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The words on the page had started to blur. Alan knew he should close the book and turn off the light, but he fought against sleep. Harry Potter and his friends were getting ready to battle the basilisk, but that's not why Alan wanted to stay awake. He loved the book, but he'd already read it twice. He needed Daddy or Mommy to kiss him goodnight. Just having them walk in the door and touch his cheek, smile at him, was enough to protect him for the night. 
 
    Alan shook his head, trying to clear it, and then rubbed at his eyes. He glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. 9:30 glowed on its display. Any minute. Please. 
 
    He looked across the room to his closet. The door was closed. Alan smiled. The Closet Man. Alan didn't worry about the Closet Man. Alan had other things to worry about. 
 
    Daddy's seizures were happening more often now. The one on the way home from school had been bad. Mommy and Daddy had told Alan that he needed to try and keep track of the time when Daddy had one of them. It was important. If Daddy's “blank-time” was longer than a couple of minutes, he needed to find an adult, and fast. 
 
    When he was five, Daddy had blanked at the playground. Alan was sitting on a swing, learning how to pull on the metal chains to give himself momentum, learning how to pull forward on the chains to stop. Daddy was watching him from a bench. Alan was giggling, rising higher and higher into the air. When he called to his father, there was no response. 
 
    Alan turned to the left to look at his father and saw the vacant stare. Daddy was sitting on the bench, elbows on his knees, head cradled on spread hands. His eyes were staring straight at Alan, but unmoving. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan called to him. 
 
    Other kids on the playground, moving through the wooden jungle gym, or crawling through the metal web, had been oblivious. Alan had slowed the swing enough to jump off. Daddy didn't move. 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    But Daddy didn't respond. Alan made his way over to the bench and stood directly in front of his father. He tapped Daddy's shoulder. Daddy didn't move. “Daddy?” Alan started counting. When he reached ten, he held up a finger on his right hand. The next ten, he put out another finger. He was to his thumb when Daddy lifted his head. “Daddy?” 
 
    “You're not--” Daddy raised his eyes to Alan's. “Um,” he said. He shook his head, wiped a line of drool from his face and then smiled at Alan. “Hi,” he whispered. 
 
    “You blanked,” Alan said. 
 
    “Yes, I guess I did,” Daddy said. Daddy was smiling, but Alan, even at that age, could tell it was forced. “How long, kiddo?” 
 
    Alan held up his hand. “5 fingers. 10 each.” 
 
    Daddy nodded. “Okay,” he said. He shook his head once more. “I want to see you swing some more.” 
 
    “Are you okay, Daddy?” 
 
    His father nodded, the smile wide, but strained. “Yes, Alan. I'm okay.” 
 
    Daddy stared at the swing-set. Another child was already sitting on the swing Alan had been using. 
 
    “Guess you lost your spot, kiddo,” he said. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Alan shrugged. He really wanted to get back on the swing. It wasn't fair another kid had taken it. He wouldn't say it, though--he knew it would make Daddy feel bad. 
 
    “It's okay, Daddy. I was tired of it anyway.” 
 
    They'd walked home after that, both of them sweating in the too hot sun. 
 
    The seizures, or “blanks” as Daddy called them, were happening more often. Alan would never tell Daddy that he worried about that. Some days, when in school, he imagined his father walking to the school or back home, standing on the sidewalk, unmoving. Would Daddy fall to the pavement? Would he fall in front of a car? Alan shivered at the thought. 
 
    A creak from the stairs interrupted his thoughts. Alan cocked his head to one side, listening to the sound. Light steps, almost inaudible over the churning of the heater. Alan smiled. “You coming to tuck me in, Daddy?” 
 
    His father's head peeked into the room, a wide grin on his face. “I. Have. Come,” he said as he stepped through the doorway, arms out- stretched, legs stiff as he marched toward the bed. “To tickle!” 
 
    Alan squealed as his father descended upon him, fingers lightly pressing against Alan's sides. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Daddy yelled in triumph as Alan collapsed into giggles. Daddy stepped back, smiling. Alan's laughter slowed. “You ready to go to sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said. 
 
    “Good, because I have more tickling to do.” Alan flinched and Daddy laughed. “Not you, kiddo.” He put a finger to his lips. “Shh,” he whispered, looking around as if someone might hear him, “I'm going to go tickle Mommy!” Alan giggled again. Daddy reached out a hand and rubbed the boy's head. “Now,” he said, “go to sleep.” Daddy bent down and kissed Alan on the forehead. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said. 
 
    His father stood back up and shook his head. He mouthed “I love you,” turned, and walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Alan let out a sigh and snapped off the lamp. The room descended into darkness. Daddy's kiss would keep him safe from the whispers. It always did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Carolyn lay against Trey in the dark. Her head curled against his shoulder, her body pressed close against his hip. His right hand absently stroked her hair, playing with the strands. “So,” she said, “did you have a good day?” 
 
    Trey's fingers stopped in mid-caress. He felt her stiffen against him. “Um,” he said, “um, yeah.” He forced his fingers to start the job again, but he knew it was too late. 
 
    “What's wrong, baby?”  
 
    He shook his head in the dark. “I-- Well, I had a seizure today.” 
 
    “Blank?” she asked, her voice flat.  
 
    “Yeah. Blanked.”  
 
    “How long?” 
 
    Trey shrugged in the dark. “Alan said it was only a little while. Less than a minute, I guess.” 
 
    “What set it off, honey?” she asked, holding him tight.  
 
    “I--” He stopped. The ice cream man, those yellow eyes staring at him from the van's shadowy interior. “It's, um, it's stupid.” 
 
    She pulled herself up and rested her head on an elbow. She bit her lip, her brown eyes staring into his. “You don't get to do that, Trey,” she whispered. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. “I know. It's just--” 
 
    “Just tell me, baby.” She reached out with her free hand and brushed her fingers against his cheek. “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Okay,” he breathed. He closed his eyes. “There's an-- There was an ice cream van at the school today.” He swallowed. “I saw glowing, yellow eyes inside the van.” 
 
    “Inside the van?” she asked. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at her, feeling embarrassed. “Yeah. Stupid, I know.” 
 
    “You mean all you saw were eyes driving the van?” 
 
    Trey sighed. “No, baby. The side door slides and the guy hands the treats out over a little counter.” 
 
    “So you saw him in the shadows of the van?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey agreed. “Only I saw those eyes.” 
 
    Carolyn nodded. “Do you know what it was?” 
 
    “Me being a fucking psychotic?” 
 
    Carolyn laughed and then shook her head. “That's not what I meant.” She twirled a finger in his chest hair. “Do you know why you saw that?” He opened his mouth and then closed it. “You don't get to do that, Trey,” she whispered. She bent and kissed his lips. “Just say it.” 
 
    “It was like the Closet Man.” His face flushed with warmth. “Only, it wasn't.” 
 
    “Did it scare you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it did. But not the same way.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, kissing him again. “Can you talk about it yet?” 
 
    “No. Need to think about it.” 
 
    “Oh, that's going to be a problem,” she said. “Because you're going to be busy.” Her hand brushed against his inner thigh. He moaned. “Very very busy,” she chuckled and kissed him again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    She listened to the wind buffeting the house, her body pressed close to Trey's. As he slept, his breathing was barely audible above the ebb and flow of the skeletal tree branches clacking together. Sleep may have taken him, but she had been awake for the last hour. 
 
    Another seizure. Trey was having more and more of them lately. It was why he didn't drive. Although he knew how to drive a car, he never had in their ten year marriage. She didn't expect she'd ever see that happen either, especially now they had a child. 
 
    But the seizure didn't bother her as much as the “Closet Man.” 
 
    She shuddered in the darkness. Trey had always been afraid of closets. When they first moved into the house, she had wanted to put all their clothes in the closet in order to save space in the bedroom. Instead, they ended up compromising: all his clothes were kept in a chest of drawers in the bedroom while all her clothes hung in the closet. 
 
    She'd never understood his fear of closets. A childhood fear that had managed to seep into adulthood. It was silly, of course. A grown man afraid of dark, enclosed spaces. He'd even removed the door of the master closet and moved it to the garage. She knew if he had his way, none of the closets in the house would have doors at all. 
 
    She readjusted herself against his body. He let out a little moan and pressed back against her, as if making sure she was still there. 
 
    Carolyn grinned in the darkness. Trey. Her lover, the father of her child--her husband. She loved him, but didn't understand his phobias. She guessed she never would. 
 
    But seeing the “Closet Man” in the real world? That was...new. 
 
    She shivered. Had that precipitated the seizure, or the other way around? More questions for Kinkaid. Maybe next time Trey went to see the doctor, she'd go with him. She could call Kinkaid, of course, and let her know, but didn't like the idea of going behind Trey's back. Trey was self-conscious enough about his mental illness as it was. 
 
    “The Closet Man.” A pair of eyes that stared back at Trey from dark, enclosed spaces. Green eyes. Always green eyes. Except for the eyes in the ice cream van. She frowned. Something was changing. Whenever Trey saw “the Closet Man,” he ended up freezing in place, but remained conscious. He'd call for help, or he'd just stand there too afraid to speak. 
 
    Their son knew all of this. They'd taught him about Trey's...idiosyncrasies at an early age. He knew what to do when Daddy blanked, or when Daddy froze in front of a closet or other dark place. At eight years old, Alan knew as much about Trey's condition as she did. 
 
    Alan. She placed an arm around Trey, hugging him closer to her. Would her son start having the same mental problems? How long before he too wouldn't go near a closet? How long before he started seeing things, or freezing up during stressful situations? 
 
    She hugged Trey tighter. In the darkness, he sighed. 
 
    Carolyn closed her eyes again and floated. She listened to the rhythm of Trey's breathing and felt her own match it. Within a few minutes, she was finally asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The room was still dark when Trey awoke. Carolyn lay on her back on the other side of the bed, snoring softly. As usual, she had kicked off the blanket and her breasts formed two small mounds below the sheet. Trey sighed.  
 
    He swung his legs out from beneath the blue sheets and black comforter in an attempt to keep from disturbing her. She needed the sleep. 
 
    Tip-toeing to the chest on the far wall, he slid open the bottom drawer, pulled out a pair of sweat pants, a sweat shirt, and a T. His disc golf garb in hand, he stepped into the dark bathroom. He closed the door, once again thankful he'd oiled the hinges to keep them from squeaking. 
 
    Trey's skin had already puckered with goose flesh from the morning's cold. Since they kept the thermostat at a cool 68 during the winter, stepping naked from the warm bed inevitably left him chilled. He slipped on the sweat pants, not bothering with underwear. The T and the sweat shirt followed. He reached into the hamper and pulled out a pair of athletic socks, giving them a quick sniff. He recoiled at the stench. 
 
    He sat on the window seat and pulled on the socks. With any luck, the smell would drive Dick crazy. Disgusting, yes. Funny? Absolutely. He knew it was juvenile, but hell, so was Dick. 
 
    Trey stepped out of the bathroom and made his way to the bedroom door. He gave Carolyn a last look. Her light snores were still audible above the sound of the heater. He opened the door and stepped into the cool hallway. 
 
    Alan's bedroom door stood open. Trey sighed. The boy was already awake. Trey cocked his head, listening. Sure enough, he heard the sounds of the Wii. He had to get that kid some exercise today. In another year or two, Trey hoped Alan would be throwing discs with him and Dick. Of course, that would require Dick to give up one of his nastier habits. 
 
    He stepped down the wood panel stairs, lifting each foot and placing it down as gently as possible. A stair squeaked beneath his feet, sounding much too loud in the quiet hallway. He gritted his teeth as the electronic beeps and boops from downstairs ended with a chime. He continued stepping until his feet hit the floor. He stopped. “Alan?” Trey called. “If you try and spook me around the corner, I'm going to ground you for a week.” 
 
    “Ah, Dad,” Alan giggled. He stepped forward into Trey's sight. “You're no fun at all.” 
 
    “That's right,” Trey agreed. He walked to the boy and patted his head. “Have you had your cereal?” Alan nodded. “Good. I'm going to be leaving soon. Do not,” he waggled a finger, “wake up your Mommy. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said. “You going to play discs with Dick?” 
 
    “Yeah, kiddo. Time to throw some plastic.”  
 
    Alan smirked. “Is he going to win again?”  
 
    “No,” Trey growled. “I'm gonna take him today.” 
 
    Alan nodded, his smile wide. “Uh-huh. I'll ask him about that.” 
 
    Trey chuckled. He placed a finger to his lips. “Shh, kiddo. You're not supposed to call your Daddy a loser.” 
 
    “I didn't,” Alan said. “You're just not as good as Dick at discs.”  
 
    “Right,” Trey said with a sigh. “Your old man stinks at disc golf.” 
 
    “But he doesn't at Mario Kart.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Trey said. “I need coffee, kiddo. Get back to your game.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said. He padded back to the sunken living room and stood in front of the television. Trey watched as he unpaused the game and started swinging at digital baseballs. He shook his head and made his way to the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    After filling his travel mug with coffee, Trey walked through the laundry room to the garage door. He took a deep breath.  
 
    “The Closet Man is waiting inside,” a child's voice sang in his mind.  
 
    Trey shook his head. “No,” he whispered to it, “there is no Closet Man.” Trey opened the door.  
 
    Cold air seeped out to chill his face. A pair of green eyes blinked at him from the darkness. Trey closed his eyes and stood still. Nothing happened. He reached his hand out and fumbled for the light switch. 
 
    A barely audible click and he could see light through his closed eyelids. Exhaling, he opened his eyes. The garage was lit by two brilliant lights. He walked through the open door and to the side wall. His disc golf bag hung from a hook. He grabbed it and then turned to face the rest of the garage. The lawn mower, weed whacker, and other garden implements stared back at him. His bicycle, waiting for spring weather, hung atop a pair of hooks from the ceiling. But no eyes. No Closet Man. 
 
    Trey turned back to the door, flicking off the light switch as he stepped through. He closed it without looking back. The tightness in his chest released. He took another deep breath and then blew it out through his nose. Every trip to the garage was like that, seeing those green, fluorescent eyes until light pushed away the darkness. 
 
    He sipped at the coffee and headed toward the front door. His phone sat atop the bookcase in the hallway. There was a single text message. “Ready, bitch?” It was Dick, of course. They weren't even supposed to leave until 10:00, but, as usual, Dick was chomping at the bit. 
 
    He headed back into the living room, watching as Alan pounded another digital baseball toward the cartoon fences. “Leaving, kiddo.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” Alan said without turning around. “Go bust him up” 
 
    Trey chuckled. “I'll do my best.” 
 
    “No,” Alan said, turning around with a smirk. “Do better than that.” 
 
    “Smart-ass,” Trey growled as he walked outside and into the cold.  
 
    Dick's garage was already open. The big man stood next to his old car, munching on an apple. Dick was well over six-feet tall and weighed about 290. The man was muscled, but a huge pot belly stuck out from beneath his shirt. He grinned as Trey walked down the driveway and across the street. 
 
    “About goddamned time,” Dick said and took another bite from the apple. 
 
    “Bite me,” Trey said with a grin. “I'm thirty minutes early.” 
 
    “Big whoop,” Dick said through a mouthful of apple. “You ready?” Trey nodded. Holding the apple in his mouth, Dick pulled his keys from his pocket and opened the door. It swung open with a groan of protest. 
 
    The Regretta, an old VW Jetta Dick had bought some years back, still ran, but Trey was certain it was headed for the shop in another month or two. Ever since Dick had broken the 100k mark on the odometer, he'd christened it “the Regretta.” 
 
    Trey opened the passenger side and placed the disc golf bag on the floor. He bent down and fell into the seat, travel mug still in his hands. Dick groaned as he bent and managed to slide himself in. 
 
    “One of these days,” Trey said with a grin, “you're going to lose enough weight to actually fit in this thing.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Dick snarled as he put the keys in the ignition and placed the apple in his lap. “I'm just going to get a big-ass SUV made for fat people.” 
 
    Trey laughed. “That's called a Winnebago, Dick.” 
 
    Dick turned to him, his face set in a scowl. “Fuck you, Leger. Goddamned cajun.” 
 
    Trey just smiled at him and took another sip of coffee. 
 
    Dick shook his head. “That's it. I'm kicking your ass so bad, you won't even admit the score to your son.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? He believes my lies. It's the nature of fatherhood.” 
 
    Dick harrumphed and started the car. After several chuffing sounds and squeals from the starter, the engine fired. The radio sparked to life, Pink Floyd smashing through the speakers. 
 
    “Christ, turn that hippie shit down!” Trey yelled above the din. 
 
    With a grin, Dick turned the volume up, put on his seat belt, and pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The disc golf course was mostly empty. A few cars sat in the parking lot, but most of those were from the tennis players. Trey watched as Dick scanned the hills, looking for discs flying through the air. Nothing. He turned and smiled at Trey. “Looks like we're loners today.” 
 
    Trey scowled. “I guess you're going to imbibe, then.” 
 
    “Well, fuck yeah,” Dick said. He headed toward the practice tee beneath the blanket of pines and brush. Trey followed, his bag hanging from his shoulder. When they reached the edge, Dick pulled out a dirty white disc. He dropped his bag to the concrete and held the frisbee between his fingers. 
 
    “Watch and weep,” Dick whispered and flung it. The disc flew between the branches, heading toward the metal basket. It hit the dirt just before the basket and spun around in a small circle before stopping. He turned to Trey. “All right, whipper-snapper, try and top that.” 
 
    Trey lowered his bag to the concrete and pulled out a blue disc. “Move aside, old man,” he said and pushed Dick out of the way. Dick laughed, raised his hands, and moved to give Trey enough room. Trey stood parallel to the basket and flung the disc forehand. The disc took off with an awkward wobble, made a slight left turn, and then struck a tree limb. The frisbee bounced and landed in the brush. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Not a good start, young'n,” Dick said in a flat tone. “Maybe you should try again with a little less suck?” 
 
    Trey turned toward Dick. The man was smiling at him. “Maybe you should drink a big cup of shut-the-fuck-up.” He smiled at Dick and then slapped him on the back. “It'll get better.” 
 
    “I fucking hope so,” Dick laughed. “I don't want to be here all day.” The two men grabbed their bags and headed between the trees. 
 
    Dick waited on the path while Trey crawled into the brush and stood where his disc landed. Mindful of the brambles, Trey picked up the blue frisbee, lined himself up, and flung the disc again. It stayed low, barely flying above the branches of an oak, slipped through a pine tree's nest, and landed next to the basket. 
 
    “Told you,” Trey said as he walked back to the path. 
 
    Dick harrumphed and then walked to the basket. He didn't even bother dropping his disc in the chains. It was just practice, after all. Dick turned toward the concrete walkway and Trey followed his gaze. 
 
    Dick turned to him. “Yup, it's time.” He pulled a small glass pipe from his bag and a Bic lighter. Trey opened his mouth to say something, but Dick already had the pipe to his lips, flaring the flame into the small bowl and inhaling. The smell of marijuana crept through the winter morning. Dick exhaled a large cloud, coughed and then turned back to the walkway. Still no one there. He smiled at Trey and took another hit. 
 
    “Fucking hate it when you do this,” Trey whispered. 
 
    Dick shrugged, tapping out the coals while he held in the last of the smoke. He blew a cloud toward Trey, watching it whisk and break apart in the wind. “Well,” he said in a gravelly voice, “tough shit.” Once the pipe was back in his bag, he bent down, picked up his disc, and headed toward the first tee. 
 
    Trey sighed and followed. “One of these days,” he said, “you're going to get busted again.” 
 
    Dick rolled his eyes. “Sheriff McCausland ain't gonna throw me in jail,” he said. “I don't deal. I don't buy. I just, um, have a medical problem.” 
 
    “Right. A medical problem that started in the 70s.” 
 
    The older man laughed. “After the old bitch Dawson complained, and he came by, I haven't had any more problems with her. He told her I have chronic arthritis. Old bitch bought it too.” He winked at Trey. “One of these days this shit will be legal. Until then, I'll just keep seeing McCausland at the cigar store.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Trey said. “Why don't you throw a goddamned disc.” 
 
    “Man,” Dick said and looked up at the first basket in the distance, “I need some Floyd.” 
 
    Trey laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Trey let himself into the house. Alan and Carolyn were gone. He smiled as he walked up the stairs and to the bathroom. They would bring food. After walking around the 18-hole course for an hour and a half and searching through mud and brambles for his discs, he was damned hungry. 
 
    He stripped off his dirty sweatpants and damp sweatshirt. Dick hadn't even noticed the socks. Dammit, Trey thought. He'd forgotten to find an opportunity to stick them in his face. Maybe next time. 
 
    Naked, he turned on the hot water and stepped into the shower. 
 
    The water cascaded through his long hair, wiping away bits of bark and moss. Although it had been cold, they hadn't yet had a freeze, and everything in the forest was still alive. The oak trees were mostly naked, but the pines still had needles, ferns still had fronds, and brambles were still everywhere. Shit, he counted himself lucky he had managed to skirt the patch of poison oak on hole five. 
 
    He opened his eyes and watched water patter out onto the bathroom floor. He cursed and then pulled the shower curtain shut. The world immediately darkened and his stomach knotted. A wave of claustrophobia hit him and he had to close his eyes and take a deep breath before the feeling passed. 
 
    Every damned time he got into the shower it was like that. When he'd met Carolyn, he'd only been showering for a few years. Before that, it was the tub or nothing. Two baths, really. One to get the crap off him, drain the dirty water, and then a bubble bath to clean the skin. His hair had been shorter then and he'd used the water from the tub to wash his hair. 
 
    In his twenties, he finally decided to break the habit and take showers. But damn, it was difficult. The claustrophobia was hard to break. And twelve years later, he was still fighting it. Trey longed for the day when he could stand in an elevator and not have his heart trip-hammer in his ears. 
 
    He picked up the bottle of shampoo and slowly lathered his long hair. 
 
    Dick had kicked his ass at disc golf, as promised. Dick had said they should rename the game to “Trey's 18 holes of suck.” Trey chuckled as he remembered Dick's laughter. The guy was an asshole. A funny asshole. A good friend. 
 
    Trey washed the shampoo out of his hair and quickly rubbed soap over his skin. Another final rinse of everything and he shut off the water. He reached for the shower curtain and stopped. 
 
    “He's out there, Trey,” a voice whispered in his mind. “He's out there and waiting for you.” 
 
    Trey shivered, but not from the cold air against his wet skin. He took another deep breath, closed his eyes, and pulled the shower curtain open. He stood there for a moment, naked in the cold, while the voice continued its chant. 
 
    He opened his eyes. The bathroom was empty. No bad man waiting for him. No pair of green eyes staring back at him, or the shadow of a man standing tall against the wall. Just the clothes hamper, the sinks, the toilet. 
 
    The voice went silent. 
 
    He stepped out, water pattering against the tile floor. He grabbed a towel from the rack and wrung out his hair. The water streamed off onto the bath-mat. It was damned cold now. Trey rubbed the water from his chest, back and legs. Once finished, he put the towel back on the rack and walked toward the door. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, he saw the yawning, gaping darkness of the closet. Something was grinning in there. Watching him. Trey ignored the fear that shook his spine and walked into the bedroom. The moment he crossed the threshold and could no longer see the yawning closet, the fear abated. He took a deep breath. 
 
    The Closet Man hadn't been this visible to him in quite some time. It had been at least a year since he'd been so visible. 
 
    Trey strode to the chest of drawers, pulled out a pair of briefs, slipped them on, and followed them with a pair of old jeans. After putting on a clean T-shirt, he headed downstairs. 
 
    Carolyn and Alan still weren't back yet. Trey headed to the coffee machine and started another cup. The small cupboard caught his eye and he heaved a sigh. He opened it up and pulled his large pillbox out. He popped the lid on the first “S” compartment and dropped five pills into his palm. 
 
    White. Cream. Green. Yellow. Blue. 
 
    After retrieving a glass of water, he threw all five into his mouth and drained the glass. The pills were a miasma of different flavors and textures. The chalky taste of one hit the back of his palate on its way down and he ignored the urge to retch. 
 
    He'd been on the damned things so long he wasn't sure he could remember a time when he hadn't taken them. 
 
    He placed the box back in the cupboard. The coffee maker finished burping out the last of its dark liquid. Cup in hand, he sat at the break- fast table and stared out onto the back deck through the glass door. The water oak he'd planted three years ago had already grown a couple of feet and reached for the sky, desperately trying to climb past the canopy of pines. 
 
    The sun was already high, bathing the deck boards with light. If it wasn't so cold, he'd pull his laptop outside, set up shop on the deck, and maybe get some work done. 
 
    Rattle of keys. Trey looked around toward the living room. The jingling sounded again. Trey stood from the table and walked past the living room and into the foyer. Carolyn's tall form stood next to Alan's. Alan was trying out his new key again. Through the smoked and bent glass, he could barely make out Alan's frustrated expression. 
 
    “Won't turn,” the boy said. 
 
    “Try again,” Carolyn said with a sigh. “Hurry up, kiddo. These bags are killing me.” 
 
    Trey fought the urge to go and unlock the door. He and Carolyn had talked about this. Alan needed to get used to letting himself in and out. That, of course, also meant he had to finally break in the damned key they'd given him. Another rattle echoed in the foyer and then Trey heard the click. 
 
    “Got it, Mommy,” Alan triumphed as he opened the door. He held it open for his mother. Trey walked past Alan and took the bags from Carolyn. “See, Daddy? I can open the door all by myself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said with a laugh as he headed into the kitchen with the groceries, “I see that.” Trey smelled quiche. His stomach growled with delight. He placed the bags on the island, and turned into Carolyn's waiting kiss. “Whoa,” he whispered, “what was that for?” 
 
    She smiled. “I'll show you later.” She winked and kissed him again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Just as on Friday, and most other days, the school parking lot was already filled with cars getting ready to pick up kids. Trey stared at the mostly empty bike racks, wondering once again why more of the kids didn't ride to school and back. If it wasn't for the fact Trey enjoyed walking Alan to and from school, he would have suggested they get the boy a bike. 
 
    But that could wait. Middle school was only a couple of years away. By then, Alan would probably be ready to move on from this routine. 
 
    Trey knew it was inevitable, but it didn't make it any less painful to think about. 
 
    He looked past the playground and through the copse of trees. The cream colored ice cream van sat parked at the curb, its sliding door was still closed. From this distance, he couldn't make out any movement behind the tinted windows. The ice cream man was surely getting ready, making sure he had coins and bills for change and whatever else it was Ice Cream men did before serving the children. 
 
    “Scooby-dooby-doo, where are you?” a phantom voice sang in his mind. 
 
    Trey shivered. In his peripheral vision, he watched the woman a few feet away from him turn her head to look at him. He ignored her. 
 
    “Scooby?” he thought. 
 
    He fought away the jitters and stared at the school exit. The school bell's buzz would fill the world in a moment and children would start streaming through the glass doors. Alan would run out with them, but not quite be part of them. The thought of Alan's excited face made him smile. But the boy's lack of friends, and the way he always stood apart from the other children, made Trey feel a little sad too. 
 
    The teachers had said not to worry, that one day he'd find his place among the throng. Whenever he and Carolyn asked Alan about it, he just stared at them as if they were speaking Greek. 
 
    The kid was too smart. “Gets that from his mother,” Trey thought to himself. “The aloofness? That's all me.” Trey sighed. 
 
    His eyes wandered once again to the parked van. It bounced a little, as though someone inside was moving about. 
 
    Trey smirked. “Maybe Mr. Ice Cream is porking Mrs. Ice Cream,” he thought to himself. 
 
    The school buzzer sounded, giving Trey a start. The two women waiting to walk their children home both sighed in relief, as though the wait had been excruciating. Trey tried not to glance toward them. He was certain they already thought him a closet pedophile, rapist, or something worse. 
 
    Jesus, didn't anyone talk to one another anymore? 
 
    The glass doors opened and as if on cue, the ice cream van's music began. 
 
    Trey snapped his fingers. “Do Your Ears Hang Low?” That was the song. He had tried so damned hard to remember its name and there it was, just like that. 
 
    The river of children swept through the doors, most heading toward the white van. Trey watched them, their packs slapping their backs in time with their frantic footsteps. 
 
    Trey turned back toward the school. 
 
    Alan walked out the door, his eyes finding Trey almost immediately. The boy smiled at him and quickened his pace. Trey wanted to wave at him, but he knew that wouldn't be the “cool” thing to do. He stood at the curb, the quiet, unobtrusive old fart. 
 
    “Well? You ready to go home?” he said as Alan approached. 
 
    The boy sighed. “I guess so. I mean I'd much rather stay here than play on the Wii--” 
 
    Trey shook his head and growled. “No Wii until homework is done.” 
 
    “Ah, Dad,” Alan said in his best “poor me” voice. “Sooner we get home, sooner I can get it done and play, right?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “You got it, kiddo.” He reached out and touched the boy's shoulder. “Let's do it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alan said. 
 
    They made their way to the sidewalk in silence. Trey felt the jitters again. He didn't want to look at the ice cream van, but something glowed in his peripheral vision. 
 
    Alan turned to look at the van. “He sure has a lot of kids today,” Alan said. 
 
    Trey kept his eyes straight ahead. “There is no Closet Man,” he muttered. 
 
    “What, Daddy?” 
 
    Trey turned toward him and then stopped. His eyes locked on the long arms that jutted from the van, taking money and handing back wrapped treats. Talons. Not fingers. Talons attached to wretched, scaly flesh. He opened his mouth and then closed it. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan's voice said.  
 
    He looked down at his son. “Yes?”  
 
    Alan shook his head and grabbed Trey's right hand. “Come on, Daddy. The van doesn't like you.”  
 
    Trey nodded to him. “Guess you're right. Another one?”  
 
    “Just a little one,” Alan said. 
 
    They walked in silence down the sidewalk, Trey fighting the urge to look back over his shoulder. The thing, no, he scolded himself, the man in the ice cream truck was not the Closet Man. 
 
    “Scooby-dooby-doo” the childish voice sang in his mind. 
 
    “Shut up,” Trey muttered. Alan said nothing, just squeezed his father's hand a little tighter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    From the study, Trey listened to the sound of Alan reading his homework aloud in the living room. 
 
    During days when Carolyn wasn't home and his son was in school, every minute was spent listening to music. While he coded, while he debugged, while he posted on forums and tracked down issues, every second was filled with the sounds of electronic beats mixed with guitars. It kept the left side of his brain asleep enough for the right side to work without interruption. 
 
    But when Alan was home, Trey never listened to music. He knew it should have cut his productivity down, but it usually didn't. Just knowing the boy was in the other room was enough to put a smile on his face and keep him focused. Perhaps the music was merely there to reduce the loneliness. Trey didn't know and didn't want to know. 
 
    As he went through the lines of code, his left brain woke up enough to let him know that Alan had stopped reading to himself. There was a new sound. Music. Bells. Trey shivered. He cocked his head to one side. The sound was growing louder. He and Alan had only been home for forty minutes or so, but he'd already forgotten about the ice cream man. Until now. 
 
    The bells. They were the same fucking bells. 
 
    That voice, the phantom child voice, started to sing, “Do your ears hang low? Do they wobble to and fro?” 
 
    The bells grew closer, their steady shriek silencing the birds tweeting in the trees and blotting out the sound of moving traffic. 
 
    Trey stood, his body wracked with ice cold goose pimples.  
 
    “Daddy?” Alan asked.  
 
    Trey jumped and turned to face the boy.  
 
    Alan's expression wasn't worried, so much as confused. “Did the Ice Cream Man follow us home?”  
 
    Trey gulped. Alan's expression turned fearful. “You're spooking him,” Trey thought to himself. With effort, he managed a false smile. “No,” Trey said, walking forward to the boy. He ran his hands through Alan's sandy blonde hair. “He's just making the rounds.” 
 
    “Trying to sell to all the kids in the neighborhood?”  
 
    “Yes,” Trey agreed. “And some adults, I'm sure.”  
 
    Alan giggled. “Good business sense,” the boy said.  
 
    Trey laughed, a real laugh, and his smile felt less wooden. “Yes, it is. What made you say that?”  
 
    The boy bit his lip, a habit born of watching his mother for many years. “We learned a little bit in class. Mrs. Smith said that if you run a business, you want to get as many customers as possible.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trey said, bending down to give the boy a hug, “that's true.” He realized the bells had grown loud enough he had to raise his voice so Alan could hear him. “Why don't you go back to reading? I'm going to go outside for a minute.” 
 
    Alan wrinkled his nose. “To smoke?” 
 
    Trey felt a flush of embarrassment. “Yes. And yes, I know it's bad for me.” 
 
    Alan shrugged and then hugged him. The boy walked back into the living room. 
 
    Trey patted his front shirt pocket, making sure his smokes were still there. The pack's reassuring rectangular contours set his mind a little at ease. He had cut back significantly on his nicotine habit, rarely having more than a few cigarettes a week. Sometimes, when he was jonesing or felt nervous, he could just touch a pack of cigarettes and it would settle him. But he knew he needed the real thing to stem the anxiety. 
 
    The taloned hands handing out treats flitted into his imagination. The yellow eyes, the burning, crimson pupils. 
 
    “Was just an illusion,” he said to himself. “Just another psychotic delusion my brain played on me.” He walked with trepidation to the front door. He paused for a moment, hand on the knob. “I'll go outside,” he thought, “and watch it. Prove it. No boogeyman in the neighborhood. Just another working class guy trying to make some cash.” He swiveled the door knob and opened the door. 
 
    The cacophonous bells were positively brain-numbing in volume. They were so loud, Trey wasn't sure he'd ever be able to hear again. The white van was at the street's entrance. He watched it travel down the other side of the block. It would hit the cul-de-sac, round it, and then travel back. He was sure of it. Trey deftly plucked the pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, opening it by feel, and pulled one of the white cylinders out. Without looking at the shirt pocket, he replaced the pack and retrieved the lighter in much the same way. 
 
    It was a ritual for him, something he'd practiced in high school and in college. Before the-- Well, before the first incident. The routine had always provided that bit of focus. When he first started doing it, spending so much time practicing it, he didn't realize it was one of the first signs of his condition. He often imagined many other people did the same thing, that he wanted to be normal, just like them. 
 
    Eyes still focused on the back of the white van as it made its way through the cul-de-sac, he lit the cigarette on the first try. He inhaled deeply as the van turned to face him. He stopped part-way through his exhale. The van. The fucking van. The windshield was...tinted? A shuddering hiss of air through his teeth brought the smoke out in a continuous, if jerky, stream. 
 
    He shook his head as the white van traveled closer. The bells had receded during its travel down the block, but the sound was now a rushing storm coming straight at him. His mind was barely aware that his neighbors were doing the same as him, stepping out onto their front porches to watch, to figure out what was going on. 
 
    The windshield, a black cyclopean eye contrasting starkly against the van's white hood and face, seemed to stare at him. The metal grill's steel grinned like a predator. 
 
    Trey felt another wave of cold rise up his spine. “That can't be legal,” he muttered aloud. “Tinted fucking windshield?” 
 
    The van was no more than fifty or so feet away, its body visible. The first decal Trey saw stopped his heart in his chest. It was of a ghoul hold- ing a bloody human heart in a taloned hand. The ghoul grinned with ferocious yellowed teeth. 
 
    Trey's scream locked in his throat. 
 
    The second decal was an ice cream cone made of intestines and offal. A child's screaming severed head sat atop it, wild eyes just visible over the cone's lip. A single word was carved in blood just below the graphic “YUMMY”. Next to it was what looked like a misshapen ice cream bar. Trey dropped the cigarette as he realized the ice cream treat was the blackened, burned body of a screaming child, impaled through its backside by a long stake. As he watched, the screaming mouth began to move, the body wriggling. 
 
    Trey stepped backwards, nearly tripping over the lip of the patio deck. The van passed by, heading toward the other cul-de-sac, the music still cheery and inviting. Trey took another step backwards, finally catching the deck's edge. He fell onto the deck, his ass hitting the wood with a thunk. The world spun around him, his vision unfocused and blurred. 
 
    He heard a distant voice yelling, but he couldn't make out the words. 
 
    When a hand touched his arm, he nearly loosed the scream he'd been holding back. 
 
    “Trey!”  
 
    His vision snapped back into focus.  
 
    Dick sat on his knees in front of him. “Hey, man, you okay?”  
 
    Trey looked up into the man's grizzled, bearded face. He marveled at the many white hairs tangled within the otherwise black beard. “I--” Trey struggled to speak and coughed instead. Dick grabbed his arm and pulled him up. Trey stood on rubbery legs, feeling as though he might fall down again at any second. Dick put his arm around his waist and took part of Trey's weight. “I fell down,” Trey managed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said. “You did.” The blasting music had receded but now it was rising again. “That shit is killing my ears,” Dick said. He walked Trey toward the front door. “Is Alan home?” Dick asked over the din. 
 
    Trey said nothing, nodding instead. 
 
    “Goddammit, I'm going to kill that asshole,” Dick said as he looked over his shoulder. 
 
    Trey turned with him, once again facing the street. The van was passing them now. Trey took in a shuddering breath and stared at the dark passenger window. 
 
    A pair of glowing yellow eyes stared back at him. Long white teeth glowed in the van's cabin. Trey's legs gave out again, but Dick was ready for him, taking his weight with a small grunt. 
 
    “Easy,” Dick said, unaware of Trey's silent scream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The bedroom was dark. Trey flexed his fingers beneath the covers, playing the chromatic scale on an invisible trumpet. It was a relaxation technique from his teenage years. He couldn't possibly blow a decent tone on a horn anymore, but his fingers remembered the notes perfectly. 
 
    He ignored the twinge of pain in his hand--he'd been tapping out the patterns for an hour. 
 
    Through the bedroom door, he heard soft voices from the foyer. Dick and Carolyn were talking. He couldn't make out their conversation except for a few words. He concentrated on slowing his fingers, turning the chromatic scale in his head into a slow winding progression of tones. Up from the low G all the way to high. He imagined the notes as ovals climbing the staff ladder. The front door squealed open and then closed. 
 
    He listened to the light footfalls on the stairs. He smiled. It was Carolyn. Alan climbed stairs like they were an enemy to be defeated, his feet slam dancing on each step. But Carolyn's steps were always quiet, slow, methodical, especially at the end of the workday. 
 
    Trey kept his eyes closed as the bedroom door opened and then closed softly. 
 
    Her footfalls stopped at the bed's edge. He imagined her standing there, staring at him, wondering if he was sleeping. After a moment, she walked into the bathroom and closed the door. She'd change out of her work clothes, neatly hang her skirt and suit jacket up. Then she'd roll off her stockings, and hang them as well. 
 
    Sweat pants, a sweat shirt, and slippers. That's what she'd be wearing when she stepped out of the bathroom. He waited. 
 
    The bathroom door opened. Trey felt the bed's surface dip as she climbed in with him. He opened his eyes, feeling her naked skin against his own. A cool arm reached beneath his pillow as she snuggled up against him. Her breath tickled against his neck. 
 
    “Hi, baby,” he whispered. 
 
    She said nothing, making a purring noise in her throat instead. They lay like that for some time until she rolled him onto his side, spooning against him beneath the warm comforter. 
 
    “Nothing like coming home to a warm, naked man beneath the sheets,” she whispered. 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    Her free hand stroked his hair. “I'm here when you want to talk, baby.” 
 
    Trey said nothing and closed his eyes. The warmth of her against his back soothed him. He didn't want to talk about it. He didn't want to think about it. The anti-convulsant he'd taken was already making him feel sleepy and disconnected. In that state, there was very little that could bother him, but it was difficult to talk, much less string coherent thoughts together. 
 
    They stayed like that for a while, her breath slowing, fingers tangled in his long hair. He knew she was dozing and it made him smile. Alan would be downstairs, working on his math problems until he became hungry enough to knock on the door. 
 
    Trey's son knew the routine. When Daddy had an episode, he was to be left alone, but Alan was to stay aware for any odd behavior, and check on him occasionally until Mommy came home. 
 
    The kid was remarkable. Trey smiled in the darkness. 
 
    He felt his thoughts slowing, turning into an even flatline. Then he was asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    When he awoke, he felt cold. Carolyn's body was still pressed up against him in the darkness, but her skin was...wrong. Her breathing was ragged, broken by soft grunts.  
 
    “Carolyn?” 
 
    There was no response other than a slight shift from beneath the pillow. Her fingers scratched against his scalp, the pain immediate and bright. Trey yelped and sidled away from her. He threw his head sideways to yell at her and then began to scream. 
 
    An elongated face grinned at him, glistening canines yawning toward him in the room's darkness. Red rings danced in the center of its glowing yellow eyes. Its hand moved toward him, sharp talons ripping through the fabric of the bed. 
 
    Trey screamed again and fell off the edge. He landed on his ass, his head smashing into the wall. The thing was slithering, moving toward him. He could hear its talons slashing through the bed sheets, the protest of threads as they parted in rips and shreds. Its breathing grew louder, a quick series of grunts and growls. 
 
    Trey held his head in his hands and slammed sideways into the wall. “Not real,” he whispered. The grunts came closer and he felt its hot, sewer breath puff into his face. “You're not real!” he screamed. 
 
    The lights in the room flicked on. “Trey?” Carolyn asked. She knelt beside him on the floor. “Trey?” she whispered. He slowly pried his fingers open and looked through them at her face. Her blonde hair was tied in a ponytail leaving a single, long bang dangling down her forehead. He dropped his hands from his face and stared at the bed. Whatever had been there was gone. 
 
    He looked up at her. “I--” Trey croaked. 
 
    She put her arms around him and he shivered for a long time, tears streaming down his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The cup of tea sat steaming on the edge of the kitchen table. Carolyn had heated up dinner for him. He normally plowed through her chipotle meatloaf, but he ate it more out of obligation than hunger. 
 
    “You're going to call Kinkaid in the morning?”  
 
    Trey looked up from the dinner plate. He felt like making a sarcastic remark, but decided against it.  
 
    “Yes. I, um, already sent an email.”  
 
    Carolyn smiled. “You think the meds are off?”  
 
    He shrugged in response. “I-- I don't know.”  
 
    “Dick's worried about you.”  
 
    With a grim chuckle, Trey lifted another fork full of the meal into his mouth. He chewed with mechanical determination and swallowed. “That's because he knows there's a madman across the street.” 
 
    “Stop that,” Carolyn whispered. “That's not it, and you know it.”  
 
    Trey dropped the fork and opened his mouth to talk.  
 
    “Trey? Dick said something about an ice cream van?”  
 
    Trey nodded and began to speak. 
 
    “Just listen, okay?” Trey shrugged and reached for the cup of Chai. “Dick said its windows are tinted.” 
 
    Trey nodded. 
 
    “You saw something.”  
 
    Trey nodded again.  
 
    She leaned forward and placed a hand on top of his. She squeezed as she looked in his eyes. “Dick said the van made him feel...uneasy.”  
 
    Trey's eyes widened. “He felt it too?” he asked in a whisper.  
 
    Carolyn smiled. “Yes, Trey. He did.”  
 
    “I know I'm crazy. Brain chemistry all fucked up and all that.” He dropped his eyes to her hand. “But I never had a delusion like that. Never.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    The image of the ghoul, the thing's elongated face, its fierce glowing eyes, the long sharp teeth glistening with blood and half chewed flesh, rose into his mind. He shuddered. 
 
    “Don't want to talk about it, baby.”  
 
    She nodded. “Okay..”  
 
    “Is Alan--” his voice dropped the sentence as soon as he'd begun to speak the words. Alan. He'd completely come unhinged in front of his son. He knew his screams had scared the boy. How could they not? 
 
    “Alan's okay, Trey. He knows that Daddy had a daymare and then a really bad nightmare.” 
 
    Trey continued staring at her hand. The hand rose, the fingers spread- ing beneath his chin. She lifted until his eyes met hers. 
 
    “Alan's okay. He's okay.” 
 
    A single tear appeared in the corner of Trey's eye. He wiped at it. “He's such a bright kid. And I'm fucking him up one day at a time.” 
 
    She rose from her seat and stood behind him. Her fingers worked into the knots in his shoulders, gently brushing at first and then digging into the muscles. Pain ripped through his back. He tried to relax, flexing his fingers in the chromatic scale. The knots in his shoulders slowly dissolved, the pain dissipating into pleasure. Her arms wrapped loosely about his neck and she kissed his cheek. 
 
    “You're not fucking him up, Trey. You're not.” She kissed him again. “He loves his father, and he understands.” Another kiss. “Just like I do,” she whispered. 
 
    Trey tried not to weep. “Take me upstairs,” he said softly. “I think I can sleep.” 
 
    “No you can't,” she said softly into his ear. She gently bit at his earlobe. 
 
    He moaned. 
 
    “You have some work to do first.” She kissed the hollow of his neck. “Then I'll let you sleep.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Kinkaid's office was a testament to the modernity of psychiatry. Whereas the doctors' offices Trey remembered from childhood sported white, cinder block walls, this one had muted wood paneling and the occasional abstract painting hanging on the wall.  
 
    The good doctor was the only one in her practice. A nice, private, comfortable practice with only a single administrative assistant to handle appointments and patients.  
 
    Trey sat in one of the leather chairs across from her counter, staring at the floor. The lights in the room were muted much like the wood paneling. He'd always wondered if Kinkaid eschewed bright lights to induce calm in her patients, or if she was secretly a vampire. 
 
    “Shit, better not say that to Kinkaid,” he thought, “or god only knows how much Thorazine she'll shoot me with.” 
 
    The assistant's computer let out a low gong noise, barely audible from across the room. She turned from whatever she was working on, and read the computer screen. Trey stared at her in anticipation. She nodded to herself and then raised her eyes to his. “She's ready for you,” she said. 
 
    Trey stood and walked from the chair to the door. “Thank you, Vivian.” He opened the door and entered Kinkaid's office. 
 
    Kinkaid sat at her workstation, typing into the computer. “Have a seat, Trey,” she said without looking up. 
 
    Trey shrugged and sat on the expensive and comfortable leather couch. Not for the first time, Trey marveled at her sense of taste and wondered if she had a fetish for Corinthian cowhide. 
 
    “There,” she whispered to herself and struck the return key. She turned in her computer chair to look at him. “You look like shit,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “I'm sure I do,” Trey said with a chuckle. “Carolyn dropped me off. I'm--” He swallowed hard. “I, um, wanted to be alone with you.” 
 
    She nodded at him and grabbed her leather portfolio. “I understand.” She wrote something down on one of the pages. “So talk to me. What happened?” 
 
    Trey sighed. “You already think I'm crazy, right?” 
 
    “Trey,” she said, her smile growing reproachful. “I hate that word.” Trey blinked at her. “I prefer bat-shit insane,” she said, her smile reappearing. 
 
    He laughed. “Okay, okay.” He paused. “I'm seeing things.” 
 
    He told her about the ice cream van. About how he'd vapor-locked on the way home from Alan's school. He told her about the decals. The thing inside the van. And the thing in his bed. 
 
    “Nothing else last night?” Trey shook his head. “Or this morning?” 
 
    “No, nothing else.” He and Carolyn had made love for an hour before bed. After her tender ministrations, he'd fallen asleep easily and without dreams. He'd awakened that morning with a start, wondering if he'd find the thing next to him again. Instead, he found himself spooning against her, his free hand draped across her belly. 
 
    “Woke up without a problem. Walked Alan to school. Came back home. Now I'm here.” 
 
    She nodded and wrote something else down on her pad. “You had a psychotic episode four years ago.” 
 
    Trey paused for a moment, looking up at the ceiling. He tried to count months and then nodded. “Yeah, something like that, I guess.” 
 
    “Was this like that?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I saw someone then. Someone who wasn't there. Carolyn found me on the deck having an impassioned conversation with them.” 
 
    “You don't remember whom?”  
 
    “Not really,” Trey said.  
 
    Kinkaid flipped through the notebook. Trey knew she'd had to make a special notebook just for him. Over the years, that little portfolio had had dozens of pads in it. He wondered if every patient of hers went through them like Pez, or if it was just his case. 
 
    “I, um, reacquainted myself this morning,” she said softly. She found the page she wanted and looked down at it. “You don't remember who?” 
 
    “Did I say who?” 
 
    She blinked at him. “No, Trey. You didn't.” She tapped the end of the pen against the leather portfolio. “You don't remember at all?” 
 
    “I can't--” He paused and took a deep breath. “When I try and remember back that far, it's like, well, like thinking through glue. I used to know this.” 
 
    “But you still remember your first episode? The one in college?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Trey whispered. “Yeah, I remember that one all too clearly.” 
 
    His first psychotic break. First real one. He'd walked into the dorm cafeteria and found himself in a circus. The people around him juggled their food, their faces painted with makeup. Rabbits danced on the trays behind the sneeze guards. He had laughed and laughed right up until they called the health center to come pick him up. 
 
    Her pen scratched against the notebook. “So your long-term memory is still okay,” she said to herself. “Was this delusion like that one?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. He shifted his legs, his jeans rubbing together. “I. Don't. Know. I, well, I didn't enjoy this one, that's for sure.” 
 
    Kinkaid pushed her glasses up on her nose. Her fiery red hair was still in its tight bun. It was early enough that it hadn't begun to free itself. Trey knew from experience that as the day wound on, more and more hair would struggle loose from the bobby pins. 
 
    “Trey? I'm talking about the feeling surrounding the delusion. Was this as real or more real than the first one.” 
 
    “Much more. I actually felt breath. I smelled. I--” His voice trailed off. He struggled to find the words. “I felt it. Cold. Stone. Bone. It was real,” he said. 
 
    She frowned. “Do you still think it was real?” 
 
    Trey shook his head. “The bed wasn't torn to ribbons. I didn't have any marks on my skin.” Other than the ones Carolyn put there last night, he thought to himself. “So it couldn't have been real.” 
 
    “What about the ice cream van?” 
 
    “If I accept,” he said after a moment, “that last night was a delusion, then I guess I have to convince myself the ice cream van was too. One can't be real without the other.” 
 
    “Well,” Kinkaid replied, “I wouldn't go that far. In this case, however, I agree with you.” 
 
    A tingle of fear crawled up his spine. “What do you mean 'in this case?'“ he asked. 
 
    She tapped the pen against the notebook again. “Minds like yours are very susceptible to suggestion. Yes?” He nodded. “So if you see something on television or in a movie, especially if it really fires up that right brain of yours, then your brain may try and recreate it later. Do you watch horror movies?” 
 
    Trey shook his head.  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “They feel too real to me. I just-- I don't enjoy being frightened.”  
 
    Kinkaid chuckled. “Okay, what about science fiction?”  
 
    “I don't watch many movies or much television,” Trey admitted. 
 
    “Right. But you do read?” He nodded. “And you read non-fiction and technical books, right?” He nodded again. “Why?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. “I don't know. Something about the logic in them calms me, I guess.” 
 
    “Sure. This is sort of what I mean. You drown your right brain in facts, figures, and history. Scientific concepts and even philosophy take the right brain to visualize, but the left brain to analyze. You always talk about your brain being loosely wired.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think of it as a malfunctioning motherboard. It's got some blown capacitors.” 
 
    She waved a hand. “Whatever. The wires that hold the right brain from overtaking the left are a bit frayed in places. Every once in a while, something fires in your right brain that your left can't make sense of, or stop. You experience hallucinations. You suffer from delusions that things are real that aren't even there.” She paused, watching the realization on his face. 
 
    “So my brain is taking in the real world, but putting...visitors in it?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. What I'm saying is that your brain processes informa- tion out of sequence sometimes. So when you see something you don't necessarily understand, your right brain captures the information and then will reprocess it later. Sometimes they come out as waking dreams.” 
 
    Trey nodded to himself and stared down at the floor. “So what do we do about it?” 
 
    “We change your meds, Trey.”  
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “I know you hate the drugs. And it took us a long time to find something that didn't make you impotent or sick. But we're just going to have to hunt down something else.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered. “The last time we did this, I could barely function for three months.” 
 
    “I know,” Kinkaid said softly. “This is not an exact science, Trey. Never was.” She looked at her watch. “What time is your wife coming back?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    “Good. I want to spend a little time researching something. Then I'll come give you your scrip, okay?” 
 
    Trey nodded and stood. “I should--” 
 
    “You should call me immediately if you have another...episode. And I mean immediately. You're going to have to wean yourself from your current medication while you switch over to the new stuff.” 
 
    “So take less of the former and more of the newer?” 
 
    “Right,” she said with a smile. “Until you get to a low enough dosage to just stop the old stuff.” She rose from her seat and offered her hand. He shook it. “We'll figure it out, Trey. Go wait for me and I'll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” He returned her smile and walked into the waiting room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Trey sat in front of the computer. The monitor was filled with lines of code. His Pidgin IM icon blinked to let him know he had new messages. He ignored it. The code on the screen, the email client with its 15 new messages, and the IM notifications barely crossed his consciousness. 
 
    The house was empty again. 
 
    Kinkaid had called the pharmacy for him, placing the prescription order. By the time Carolyn drove him to it, the scrip was ready. He and Carolyn had barely spoken until they reached the pick-up window. 
 
    Once the pharmacist handed over the small bag with the new meds and Carolyn had closed the window, she turned to him. “We'll find it again, you know. We'll find something that works” 
 
    Trey looked at her. “I don't want to go back to the hospital.” He swallowed hard. “But I will. If I can't-- If I can't get over this.” 
 
    She reached over, placed her hand atop his. “We're not going to let that happen.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “You must be as crazy as I am,” he said softly. 
 
    “I--” A car behind them leaned on its horn, causing them both to jump. Carolyn flushed crimson, turned around and waved at the driver behind them. The driver responded with the middle finger salute and Carolyn laughed. “Okay, let's get you home.” 
 
    Trey re-adjusted himself in his seat. New meds. Empty house. Alan was at school. He couldn't focus. He took a deep breath and drank from his warm can of soda. 
 
    Kinkaid had tried to put his mind at ease. Carolyn tried to do the same. 
 
    Trey stared at the pharmacy bag on the desk. He ripped it open, read the side effect clauses with some disinterest, and then popped the child-proof cap. Ninety small, yellow hexagons stared back at him. 
 
    He took his normal meds three times a day. In an hour or so, he'd skip his normal med, and swallow a hexagon. “It'll be a few days before the meds really start doing their job,” Kinkaid had said. Yeah, Trey was well aware of that. Psych meds always took a while to hit the system. Up to thirty days in many cases. But Kinkaid seemed to think he'd start to feel the effects sooner. Trey doubted it. 
 
    The ghoul. That thing in his bed. Trey shuddered. “Christ, how the fuck am I supposed to sleep again?” Carolyn's naked body flashed in his mind. He smiled. “Oh yeah,” he thought, “that worked.” Trey tittered to himself and opened the IM window. 
 
    There were at least a dozen messages from Bangalore. They were pissed about his code refactor. Trey sighed. He wasn't going to respond to them. He'd increased the performance and already written more test cases than they'd dreamed of. In short, he was kicking their ass. He wondered how long it would be before Isometrics Inc. just dumped the Indian outsourcing firm altogether and hired him full time. 
 
    He closed the chat windows, changed his status to “away from desk,” and opened his email client. A couple of spam messages had managed to get past the filter. Sighing, he selected them and sent them to data heaven. Then he found an email from Dick. The subject line said “Ice Cream Van.” 
 
    He frowned. Dick normally sent him jokes and images from 4chan. In fact, Trey couldn't remember ever having received a serious email from his neighbor. 
 
    Trey opened it. The email had only a single line of text in it. “Want to have lunch?” He stared at the email for a moment, considering. Dick would want to talk about the incident. He'd want to know how Trey was doing. But Trey knew what Dick would really be asking: are you crazy? 
 
    Trey clicked the reply button. “Not today. Maybe later in the week.” He clicked send. 
 
    Five hours until he'd meet Alan at school. Five hours. Trey yawned. The new meds. They were already throwing off his schedule. Trey cursed and stood from his chair. He put the linux box to sleep and raised his hands toward the ceiling, feeling the tension in his back release as his spine popped. 
 
    A nap. He'd need that. He was already well ahead on his work assignment-- he could afford a little time for himself. Besides, the meds would more than likely keep him up all night anyway. Trey yawned again and walked to the couch. He lay down, closed his eyes, and was asleep a moment later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “Scooby-dooby-doo, where are you?” a phantom voice growls into song. “We got some work to do now.” There is no light here, only the damp, the cold, the stench of shit and piss and fear. “Scooby-dooby-doo--”  
 
    A whimper in the dark. A child's last reserve of sound from a strained and broken throat. Syllables mouthed, but not heard. There is nothing left to give voice to them. The constant cries for Mommy still echo in the child's mind, but they are so far away.  
 
    There is no sleep here--only the continual nightmare of the dark, the scratching sounds outside the door, and the fear that when the door once again opens and fills the space with light, the bad man will be there again. Green eyes staring down with malice and confusion. 
 
    “Scooby-dooby-doo--” The constant droning growl cuts off and the child's breath catches in his throat. Scratch. Scritch, scratch. The child shuffles back in the dark until he hits the wall. He can feel the slick texture of his own shit as it slides against his skin. 
 
    He has to get away from the door, because the bad man-- 
 
    Scritch. Click. The boy tries to scream, but nothing comes out but a hiss of air. 
 
    Creak. Metal sliding. Click. A vertical sliver of light that stings his eyes. The scream finally finds vocal cords and the world explodes as the sliver detonates into light.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The daylight coming through the windows had softened. Afternoon was giving way to the winter darkness as the sun descended toward the horizon. Trey opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His phone alarm bonged three times. He glanced at it. It was 1630. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” he said in a sleep choked whimper. 
 
    He jumped up from the couch, grabbing the phone as he headed to the stairs. 
 
    “Alan?” he called up the staircase.  
 
    No response.  
 
    His heart skipped a beat and then became a thrash metal rhythm. He was late. An hour late to walk Alan home.  
 
    “ALAN!” he yelled.  
 
    No response save for the house heater.  
 
    Trey scooped up his keys from the credenza and ran to the front door. His hand struggled with the dead-bolt and he cursed. His fingers finally managed to unclench enough to swivel it open. He opened the front door, stepped out, and locked it behind him. 
 
    A mile. A mile to make it to the school. Trey didn't bother looking at the small children playing in their yards. He didn't see Dick sitting in a chair on his patio reading a book. He didn't notice the concerned look on other adults' faces as his legs pumped him forward through the block and to the T leading to the main road. He didn't realize he was talking to himself either. 
 
    “Alan,” he said with each chuffing breath. “Alan.” 
 
    In the distance, he heard the ice cream van's music. A pang of fear rippled up his spine, leaving him shaking despite the burning in his lungs and legs. Sweat poured off him, staining his sweatshirt and further chilling him in the cold air. He pumped harder, each step pounding into the concrete. 
 
    He reached the cross-roads. He could either run through the vacant lots and take the back way to the school, or run through the path he and Alan always took. 
 
    “Have to get there,” he mumbled through ragged breaths.  
 
    He headed for the lots, running as fast as he possibly could.  
 
    Alan. Alan would be standing in the playground, leaning against a tree with his backpack on the ground. He'd be kicking at a pinecone, or maybe playing with a stick. Alan would have his pack open, running through his homework, and wondering where Daddy was. 
 
    Or maybe the ice cream man had been there. Maybe the ice cream man had seen him, alone and waiting. Vulnerable. The adults and other children would be long gone, heading home for dinner, homework, and evening activities. 
 
    Alan would have no more of that. Alan would be in the ice cream van, his broken, eviscerated body stuffed into one of the refrigerator cases. Huge hunks of meat would already be missing from his bloodless body. The thing in the driver seat would laugh, chewing on a piece of fat from his baby boy. Or maybe picking gristles of flesh from between its teeth with a severed finger. 
 
    Trey ran through the vacant lot, his shoes sinking into the dirt with each step, brambles ripping at his jeans. He was completely oblivious to the scratches and tears and the trickles of blood seeping through the denim. He could see the side of the school now. He knew he should slow down. His heart hammered in his chest so hard, he heard nothing else. 
 
    The school. He could see the school. Another 50 yards and the play- ground would be in view. 
 
    Without thinking he turned and ran a diagonal path past the last house near the school. He nearly tripped over a four-year old playing in the yard, but kept going; he hadn't even seen the small child. 
 
    The playground was just ahead. He could just make out the wooden jungle gym. Another 25 yards and he'd be able to see the entire playground. He ran across the street, not noticing the squeal of tires or the high pitched honk of a car. His feet stumbled over the curb, but he managed to keep his balance. Suddenly, the entire playground came into view. 
 
    “No,” Trey said as he slowed his pace and finally stopped. “No,” he said again, tears appearing at the corners of his eyes. 
 
    The shrieking bells of the ice cream van in the distance, were a constant soundtrack to the triphammer of his heart and ragged breathing. Every part of his body burned, but he only felt the deep black starting to take him over. 
 
    “ALAN!” he screamed across the vacant playground.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Bells. He turned his head. Bells. Already the truck would be heading toward his house. Trey pumped his aching legs, heading for the main street leading to his block. Another car horn; a frustrated driver rolled down a window to scream at him. 
 
    Trey kept moving, his long dark hair bouncing in a tangled mess. Sweat drenched his shirt in the cold air. He wanted to scream Alan's name again, but couldn't find his voice. 
 
    He imagined the thing in the van munching on a wet, muscled femur as it drove with one sticky, blood soaked claw. The thing. The ghoul. It was humming to itself in the gore streaked van cabin, its gravelly voice turning a child's rhyme into something obscene and odious. 
 
    Trey could see the back of the van now. It rambled down the street. 
 
    “STOP!” Trey managed to scream. The sound was as broken and ragged as his breathing. Each footstep brought him closer to the van, and the darkness in his soul threatened to collapse him. 
 
    Alan was in there. Alan was dead. Alan was nothing more than a gutted human husk hanging from a hook, bloody juices dripping into a puddle on the floor. Alan's face would be frozen in a scream of confusion and terror. 
 
    Trey was getting closer, but his steps were slowing. He had pushed himself close to collapse and his vision was fading in and out. He stumbled, but managed to keep upright. With each footstep, his body screamed in pain. 
 
    The van was so close now. He saw a face in its side mirror. Blood streaked across the hollow cheekbone of a half grinning face. Eyes glowed yellow, those crimson swirls glaring at him. It laughed. 
 
    The van stopped. Trey slowed his pace as its door opened and the thing climbed out. 
 
    Its once white uniform was streaked with gore and gray matter. It opened its mouth in greeting. 
 
    “Your son was exquisite,” it growled.  
 
    Trey screamed again, lost his balance and fell to the concrete. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The hospital smelled of Pinesol. Trey sat in the bed, a blanket wrapped around him. He'd gone into shock in the ER, and they'd admitted him immediately. Carolyn had given the doctor Trey's somewhat formidable list of medications and it had taken a while for them to come to the conclusion there was very little pain medication they could give him other than Advil. 
 
    He'd nearly passed out while they took x-rays of his broken arm and dug the gravel from his face. They set and cast his arm and he had blacked out. 
 
    Trey woke in the hospital bed, Carolyn at his side in a plastic chair, Alan fast asleep in her lap. 
 
    “You should go,” he whispered.  
 
    She looked up at him and smiled. “How do you feel?”  
 
    Trey blinked and then winced. His arm still hurt like hell, but at least the bones no longer clicked together. “Like I'm broken.”  
 
    She nodded. “I didn't want to leave until you woke up. I--” She swallowed. “I left you alone last time, and I'm not going to do that again.”  
 
    He smiled, wishing he could hold out his hand to her, feel her fingers entwined in his. But the thought of moving the arm brought fresh stabs of pain. 
 
    “I know I'm not alone, Carolyn,” he whispered. “Why don't you take Alan home?” 
 
    A tear welled up in her eye and she nodded. “You're going to be okay here?” 
 
    “I'm going to be okay. I'm sure Kinkaid will be here soon.” 
 
    Carolyn sniffed back a sob. Alan twitched in her arms. “I'll come by tomorrow?” 
 
    “Call me,” Trey said. “You have Kinkaid's number too?”  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    Alan murmured something and his arms tightened around her neck.  
 
    She patted his shoulder. “Alan?” she said. “It's time to go home.”  
 
    “Where's Daddy?” the boy said.  
 
    “I'm right here, kiddo,” Trey said.  
 
    Alan turned to him, a sad smile on his face. “You look hurt. But you look better than you did.” Alan's smile turned into a frown. “I'm sorry I didn't wait for you, Daddy. I didn't mean--” 
 
    “No,” Trey said, “you did what you were supposed to do--you went home.” Trey grimaced as a bolt of pain lashed up his broken arm. “If I had come the other way, I'd have seen you. It's my fault, kiddo, not yours.” 
 
    “I'm sorry--”  
 
    “Hey,” Trey said, “it's not your fault, okay?”  
 
    Alan nodded, sniffling. “Okay, Daddy.” Alan loosened his arms from around Carolyn's shoulder and went around to the left side of Trey's bed. His blue eyes locked with Trey's. “Come home soon, Daddy. Get better.” The boy hugged him. 
 
    Trey squeezed Alan, managing to hold his emotions in check. “I will.” The boy let go of him, smiling. “Now go home and sleep.” 
 
    Alan nodded to him. “You sleep too.” Alan tousled Trey's hair. Trey chuckled. Alan squeezed his father's shoulder and then made his way to the door. 
 
    Carolyn kissed Trey on the forehead. “You call me. I'll keep my mobile on. You call,” she whispered and kissed him again, “if you need me. I'll be here.” Trey smiled at her but said nothing. She wiped a tear from her eye and turned toward Alan. “Let's go, kiddo.” Alan looked back at Trey from the doorway, a tired smile on his face. He waved to Trey and Trey waved back with his left hand. 
 
    Then they were gone. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Trey shifted to try and find a comfortable position. His arm itched and ached. When Kinkaid arrived, maybe they'd finally get him some meds that worked. 
 
    Kinkaid. 
 
    As Carolyn had driven him to the ER, he'd called Kinkaid through gritted teeth. He told her he'd hurt himself and Carolyn was taking him to the hospital. “I want to come in,” he'd told her. 
 
    After a moment of silence, she'd asked if Trey was committing himself. 
 
    Eyes scrunched together through the pain, Trey had told her “Yes.” 
 
    He wanted to sleep, wanted to wake up and find himself back on the couch. The alarm would wake him from his nap, and he'd walk to meet Alan as always. No ice cream man; no bells shattering the silence of the winter afternoon. Just he and his son walking the path back home, and Carolyn joining them for dinner; everything as it should be. 
 
    He let out a hiss through his teeth. The arm hurt, dammit. His face burned from where they removed bits of gravel and glass. 
 
    “Scooby-dooby-doo” a voice sang. 
 
    Trey opened his eyes and scanned the room. No one was there. “Fuck you, Scooby,” he whispered. 
 
    As he closed his eyes once more, he realized he was afraid to fall asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Alan slept on the ride home. Carolyn cast nervous glances at him as she drove through the evening rain. The boy had been frantic on the way to pick up Trey, asking a million questions about his father. She'd calmed him as best she could, but he was still a nervous wreck when they finally put Trey in the car and headed to the hospital. 
 
    But, she marveled, Alan was always a different boy in Trey's presence. Whenever he saw his father, no matter how weak or muddled he was, Alan became less prone to panic. She smiled at him in the rearview mirror, all buckled up in the seat belt and snoring. Alan became an adult when Trey had his “bad times.” 
 
    They had spent a long time explaining to Alan his father's condition. Alan didn't seem to understand it all--he only knew that sometimes Daddy needed help. That had brought something very protective out of the boy. 
 
    She made her way into the neighborhood, cursing the rain in silence. The pit pat of the drops against the windshield was the only sound in the car, apart from Alan's soft snores. She'd have to put him into bed and she had no doubt he'd fall asleep again immediately. She hoped he wouldn't wake up until morning. 
 
    The questions would come, and then worry, and concern. She wasn't sure she had the strength to deal with that. 
 
    Carolyn wiped a single tear from her cheek. She wound through the streets and turned onto Moss. The cold, light rain had barely puddled against the old concrete curb. She parked the car beneath the stripped oak canopies and the overgrown green pines and turned off the ignition. 
 
    “Mom?” Alan's sleep addled voice said from the back seat.  
 
    “Yes, Alan?” She glanced back at him in the rearview mirror.  
 
    He frowned at her. “Daddy's going to be gone for a little while?”  
 
    She nodded. The pain in Alan's voice was enough to force her to choke back a sob. “Yes, Daddy's going to be gone for a little while. But I'll take you to see him tomorrow if he's well enough, okay?” 
 
    “You mean today?” he asked with a sideways smile. 
 
    The sigh that escaped her was frustrated and relieved at the same time. Alan always knew when to be a smart-ass to make her smile. “Yes, hon. Today. We'll go see Daddy today. After I get home from work.” 
 
    Alan nodded. “I walk home from school by myself?” 
 
    “No, I think I'll be able to pick you up. I'll drop you off at school and come get you if I can.” 
 
    “Okay, Mommy.”  
 
    “Is that okay?”  
 
    “Yes, Mommy,” he said, his smile widening. “I'm a big boy. I'm not afraid to walk home if I have to. But,” he said, his face stern, “don't tell Daddy I said that. I like that he walks me to and from school.” 
 
    She nodded, a genuine smile on her face. “He loves you, Alan. He's very protective of you.” 
 
    “I know.” Alan's smile faltered. “Mommy?” he asked, unbuckling his seat belt. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Alan reached for the door handle, his hand clasping it, but not pull- ing. “Daddy's going to come back to us, right?” 
 
    The sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach returned, as did the sob threatening to choke off her air. “Yes. Daddy'll be back.” 
 
    “Good,” Alan said. “I like my Daddy.” 
 
    “I know you do,” she said, casting her face downward to hide another tear. 
 
    “Mommy?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Can you unlock the door? I'm very sleepy.”  
 
    She looked up at him in the rearview mirror, wiping away another tear. “Yes, baby,” she said. She opened the door and climbed out into the rain. The canopy of pines and skeletal oaks blocked most of the drops, but she still felt the cold sting of water against her bare skin. She walked to Alan's door and opened it. Alan climbed out from the car and shivered. 
 
    “Let's go inside, Mommy.” 
 
    She was glad for the rain as they walked to the front door. She didn't want Alan to see her tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Trey?” a female voice asked from the doorway. “Trey, you awake?” 
 
    He opened his eyes. The room was dark. At some point, he'd fallen asleep. He guessed one of the nurses had clicked off the lights. The figure at his open door was backlit by the bright hallway fluorescents. “Who are you?” he croaked. 
 
    “It's Kinkaid, you idiot.” 
 
    “Oh,” Trey said. “Should have known by your bedside manner,” he chuckled. “Come on in, the lithium's fine.” 
 
    She clucked her tongue, walking into the darkened room. He could barely make out her features, but saw she was wearing a leather jacket and blue jeans. The jacket was still zipped up. With night in full swing, he'd no doubt it had become very cold outside. “There's no lithium here,” she said. “Nothing but cuckoo juice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he whispered. “I can tell.”  
 
    Folding her hands, Kinkaid leaned forward. “How's your arm?”  
 
    “Hurts like fucking hell,” he said. “But I guess that's to be expected.”  
 
    She nodded. “I'm trying to figure out some pain meds for you, but right now, I think it's best if we keep your system clean. Can you deal?”  
 
    “I can deal,” he responded and yawned. “What fucking time is it anyway?” 
 
    “It's two a.m., slugger. Afraid I couldn't get here any sooner.”  
 
    He harrumphed. “Again with the beside manner.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Had to sober up.”  
 
    “I'll bet,” Trey said. “Us crazy people driving you to drink?”  
 
    “Something like that,” she laughed. “Now. You want to talk about it?”  
 
    He told her everything, about waking up and finding Alan gone. The panic, the visions of the fiend in the van, running to catch it, and then falling to the concrete. As the words poured from his mouth, he realized she looked strange without a notebook in front of her and a pen scratching marks into the sheets of paper. 
 
    When Trey finished, they sat in silence. He looked down at the bedsheets, and then drew the covers around himself. He'd begun to shiver during the retelling, goose pimples prickling his skin. 
 
    The silence was broken only by soft footsteps in the hall, the occasional monotone of some words over the hospital intercom, and muffled voices from the nurses' station. 
 
    Kinkaid clucked her tongue. “Why'd you nap?” she asked in flat, toneless voice. 
 
    Trey blinked at her. The dim light cast from the hallway barely illuminated one side of her face. He saw the frown on her face and smiled in the dark. “I don't know,” he said. “Felt tired. Thought I'd just lay down.” 
 
    “But you slept through the alarm?”  
 
    “Yeah, it was still going off when I woke up.”  
 
    She nodded. “Did you dream?”  
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, and then closed it. Did he dream?Something about “Scooby-Doo?” The vision was murky, just random images without cohesion. He shook his head. “I think so, but I don't remember anything. Something about childhood. But--” He paused, frowning in the near darkness. “But I don't really remember it.” 
 
    She nodded again. “What do you think about the ice cream man?” she asked. 
 
    The ice cream man. The fiend. The ghoul. The man in the gore covered, offal dripping jumpsuit. He shook the image away from his mind. 
 
    “He's not real,” Trey said.  
 
    She blinked at him.  
 
    “I mean, he's real. He was there. And he called Alan. But he's not some...thing. He's a person.”  
 
    “That's a good start,” she whispered. “I want you to sleep now, if you can. I'm going to have the nurses wake you every couple of hours and check on you.” She reached out a hand and patted his left arm. “I think you need to stay here a couple of days for observation, okay?” 
 
    Trey smiled. “No rubber room?” 
 
    “Not this time, mister.” She rose from her chair. “The delusion has passed and I don't think you should be pissing in the corner if you know that.” She leaned over and pulled the covers around him, readjusting the blanket on the bed. “Now, you looney,” she said, “get some sleep. I'll come back later today and we'll talk again, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he whispered. She nodded to him and turned toward the door. “Thanks, doc.” 
 
    “Have to keep you healthy,” she said walking to the door. “You're my next paper in psychotics monthly.” 
 
    Trey snorted as she disappeared into the hallway. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    As she turned off the bathroom light, Carolyn stared into the bedroom's blackness. She heaved a sigh, pulled off the robe, and walked to the bed. She slipped beneath the sheets naked, shivering a little as she wrapped herself in the cold fabric. Trey was usually in bed before her, and the sheets were always warm with his heat. 
 
    She rolled onto her side, sniffing in the scent of his body still on his pillow. Another night with him gone. Another night without a partner.  
 
    This was the fourth time since they'd been married that he'd committed himself. The first two times were medication changes that backfired. But the last time was the scary one.  
 
    Carolyn still didn't quite understand what happened. She'd come home from work one day and found Alan inside the house, laying in the middle of the floor and surrounded by his toys. Scooby-Doo was playing on the television. Alan was four years old. “Where's Daddy?” she asked Alan. 
 
    “Hi, Mommy. Daddy's outside.” He smiled up at her and giggled. “Daddy's pretending.” 
 
    “Pretending?” she asked.  
 
    Alan nodded and giggled again.  
 
    She felt a cold stab of fear in the pit of her stomach. “What do you mean he's pretending?” 
 
    “He's pretending there's someone to talk to.” 
 
    A shiver raced up her spine. “Okay, champ,” she said in a broken voice. “Can you stay out of trouble for a few minutes?” 
 
    He nodded. “I've been a good boy. I want a popsicle.”  
 
    “When I get back, we'll talk about it, okay?”  
 
    He went back to playing with his toys.  
 
    Carolyn took a deep breath and slipped out into the sunroom. She stopped as soon as she slid the glass door closed. Voices. Two distinct voices. She froze in the middle of the room. Trey and whomever he was talking to were around the corner and in the middle of the deck. She couldn't see them, and suddenly she didn't want to. 
 
    “I don't understand why you're so angry,” Trey's voice said. 
 
    Without a pause, another voice spoke, sending chills down her spine. “You don't understand?” the alien voice growled. It's timbre was so unlike Trey's, deep beyond measure, somehow a mix of a growl and a scream. “You broke the rules” 
 
    Trey let out a sob. “No, I haven't broken--”  
 
    “You forfeit the boy.”  
 
    “No, goddammit!” Trey screamed. “You leave him the fuck alone.”  
 
    She shivered as the other voice, the thing that wasn't Trey, loosed a low chuckle. “You brought him here, Trey. You made him. And you didn't ask permission.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Trey whispered. “I'm not giving him to you.”  
 
    “It doesn't matter,” the other whispered. “I'll take him anyway.”  
 
    “Fuck you!” Trey yelled.  
 
    Carolyn took a step backward. There was the sound of flesh against metal and the tinkle of shattering glass.  
 
    Carolyn threw open the screen door with a single sharp palm to the latch. The pneumatic piston broke from the impact, but she didn't notice. She turned through the threshold and stopped, her mouth open. 
 
    Trey stood before the patio table, his hand pounding the metal frame. Shattered glass covered the deck in front of him, slivers of it caught in his hair. His right hand streamed blood from several open wounds. But it was the expression on his face that chilled her. His teeth were bared, saliva spitting from his mouth, as he let loose punch after punch into the twisted metal. 
 
    “Trey!” 
 
    “Die, you fucker!” he screamed at the table, smashing his fist again into the beige frame. 
 
    The metal bent further, screeching under the assault. The table wobbled and slid backwards until it rested against the house wall. 
 
    “Don't you dare fucking touch him!” he screamed again. 
 
    Carolyn ran forward, putting her arm around Trey's waist. Trey screamed again and turned, his elbow connecting with her chin and knocking her off balance. 
 
    The world went grey and she found herself falling, her ass hitting the unforgiving deck surface. The crash of pain knocked the breath from her lungs. She went down, head colliding with the deck, and for a moment, the world went away. 
 
    “Carolyn!” Trey's voice said in the distance. The blackness slowly receded. Her husband's face was inches from her own. His voice was choked with tears, droplets falling from the end of his nose and landing on her neck. “Carolyn, Goddammit, wake up,” he whispered. 
 
    “Trey?” she asked, her voice groggy and broken. 
 
    A wan smile filled his face. “Goddammit, Carolyn. Goddammit,” he whispered. He hugged her. “I called 9-1-1. They'll be here soon.” 
 
    She wiped at her nose with a lazy hand, felt it come away wet. She turned slightly, staring at the bright crimson smear staining her fingers. “Trey?” she asked again. 
 
    “Yes, baby?” he sniffed back more tears.  
 
    “You called 9-1-1?” 
 
    “Yes, baby. I did.”  
 
    “Help me up,” she said softly.  
 
    “Baby, I don't think--”  
 
    “Help me up,” she said in a low growl.  
 
    Trey stiffened, but said nothing. He stood from his kneeling position and bent at the waist. Bright red blood still dripped down his right hand. 
 
    As she put her hands in his, she felt the shards of glass caked in his skin, but he didn't wince when she pressed against him. She rose as he pulled her to her feet. Carolyn struggled to remain standing, her balance wavering. Trey tried to put his hands on her waist. She slapped at them, glaring into his eyes. The hurt and confused expression on his face increased her anger. She leaned forward and slapped his cheek. His right hand flew up to his face and he backed up a few steps. 
 
    “Carolyn?” he asked. “What--” 
 
    “You. Stay. The. Fuck. Away. From. Alan,” she said, her finger punching into his stomach with each word. “And you stay the fuck away from me.” 
 
    A fresh run of tears filled his eyes. 
 
    The furnace of anger within her made her feel as though she'd explode at any second. “You wait right fucking here and don't fucking move, or I'm sending you to fucking jail.” 
 
    Trey sobbed, his legs wobbling. He moved to the deck banister, leaning hard against it. 
 
    She slowly backed away from him, heading toward the screen door. “Stay,” she said, as though talking to a bad dog. 
 
    Trey said nothing and didn't move. 
 
    The ambulance and the cops arrived soon after. When the paramed- ics reached Trey, he was slumped in one of the deck chairs in shock. The blood loss from the open artery in his hand was too extreme for them to do anything besides rush him to the hospital. 
 
    She watched as they took him away on a stretcher, an oxygen mask on his face. As they put him in the ambulance, he reached out his left hand toward her. “Carolyn,” he said through the mask. “What happened?” 
 
    She burst into tears as the doors closed and the ambulance left the street. When the cops tried to take her statement, she waved them off, telling them to meet her at the hospital. They left her there, still covered in Trey's blood. Alan had started crying the moment Carolyn had come in. She cooed at him, carrying him to the couch. They sat there, Alan in her arms, face buried in her shoulder, her head resting against his. 
 
    “Where's my Daddy?” Alan had asked. Carolyn started to answer him, but he cut her off. “I want my Daddy back,” Alan sobbed. 
 
    The vision of Trey's horrified expression when she slapped him, his ashen face as he called to her through the oxygen mask, and the broken, lost, hurt sound of his voice, flashed through her mind. That was Trey. Not the man who'd been smashing the table, the man who'd elbowed her in the face, the screaming madman on the deck. 
 
    “I want Daddy back, too,” she whispered. 
 
    Once she had calmed Alan, and herself, they left for the hospital. They found Trey in the ER, already in a bed with a blood bag hanging from a metal stand. One of the cops from the house stood by the bed. “Are you prepared to make a statement?” 
 
    She pulled a chair up to Trey's bed, and placed Alan in it.  
 
    Trey's eyes fluttered. “Alan?” he asked in a whisper.  
 
    “Daddy,” the boy replied.  
 
    Trey smiled and then closed his eyes again.  
 
    Carolyn fought hard to keep her voice steady and forced a smile. “Alan?” He turned to her in the chair, his face sad, but calm. “Can you watch over Daddy for a minute?” 
 
    He smiled back at her. “Yes, Mommy.”  
 
    She nodded to him and looked at the cop. “Can we talk outside?”  
 
    The cop smiled at the boy and then looked back at her. “Sure, Ma'am.” 
 
    The two of them walked out into the hallway. A stretcher passed by them and the noise in the ER increased. The cop led her to a small out of the way corner. 
 
    “What do you need to know?” she asked as he pulled out a battered notepad. 
 
    “Ma'am? Your husband called 9-1-1.” She nodded to him. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “I-- I passed out?” she asked. 
 
    The cop tapped a pen on the notepad. “You don't know?” She blinked at him and then shook her head. The sad smile on his face faded into a thin line. “Your husband said someone hit you.” 
 
    Carolyn opened her mouth and then closed it. The officer stared at her, his pen still tapping against the notepad. “Did Trey say who?” The officer said nothing. What does he want me to say? she wondered. “Officer...” 
 
    “Hutchins,” the humorless cop said.  
 
    “Officer Hutchins?” Carolyn asked. “Did Trey say who hit me?”  
 
    Hutchins said nothing.  
 
    With an exasperated sigh, Carolyn put her arms across her chest. “Okay. I get it,” she whispered. “You think I've got battered woman syndrome or some shit like that.” 
 
    “Did your husband strike you, Ma'am?” 
 
    She blinked at him again. “Whoever hit me was not my husband.” She punctuated the last three words. 
 
    “Then who hit you?” Hutchins' eyes glittered.  
 
    Carolyn leaned forward. “I. Don't. Know.”  
 
    The officer nodded. “You're not going to tell me the truth, are you?”  
 
    She smiled at him. “I already did, sir.”  
 
    He nodded again. “Your husband,” he said with another sigh, “called 9-1-1 and reported that you'd been attacked. He said the attacker was still in the house, and that we needed to help you.” He paused. “I find that kind of interesting,” Hutchins said. “Not that we needed to help him, but help you.” 
 
    She shivered. “I don't see what's so important about that.” Her voice trembled with each syllable. 
 
    He smiled at her. “Of course you don't. Do you know how your husband hurt his hand?” 
 
    Trey, screaming at the top of his lungs, fist battering into the table's broken glass and metal frame. His face filled with panic, fear and rage, his hand throwing up great loops of blood with each punishing blow. 
 
    “He accidentally put his hand through some glass.” 
 
    “Accidentally,” Hutchins said to himself and scrawled into his notepad. “That's very interesting, Ma'am. He told us he broke it,” Hutchins said, flipping the notepad back a page, “while he was defending the boy from the attacker.” Carolyn opened her mouth and then closed it again. Hutchins nodded. “Now,” he said, placing the notepad in his front pocket, “you want to tell me what really happened, Ma'am? Because I'm getting a little frustrated with the run-around.” 
 
    Carolyn dropped her eyes. “My husband is ill,” she said softly. “He--” She swallowed hard. “He has a mental disorder and sometimes he sees things that aren't there.” 
 
    Brows furrowed, Hutchins narrowed his eyes. “He hallucinates?” Hutchins whispered. She nodded. “Then he was--” 
 
    “Protecting us,” she said softly.  
 
    “From what?” Hutchins asked.  
 
    “I don't know,” Carolyn said, wiping a tear from her eye. “Look, I don't want to press charges--”  
 
    “Lady?” Hutchins said, hands on his hips, “that's your business. And maybe it's none of mine, but you should keep yourself and that kid as far away from that guy as possible.” 
 
    A flush of anger filled her, her vision tinged with crimson. “It. Is. None. Of. Your. Business.” 
 
    Hutchins took a step back, raising his hands. “Ma'am, you don't--” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she growled. “That's the father of my son, and he is my husband. And don't you dare fucking judge me or my family.” 
 
    “Okay, I--” 
 
    “So you write down whatever the fuck you want,” she whispered. “But I won't press charges.” She glared at him, breathing through her nostrils. “If you'll excuse me, I'm going to see my husband.” She walked past Hutchins, her heels clicking on the tile floor. 
 
    “Ma'am?” he called to her. 
 
    Carolyn didn't turn around, and said nothing as she re-entered the room. Alan was sleeping in the chair, his tiny hand clasped in Trey's. She smiled at them. 
 
    “Carolyn?” Trey asked in a whisper. 
 
    She leaned down and brushed her hand against his cheek. “Yes, honey?” 
 
    “Love you,” he whispered. He closed his eyes and started snoring again. 
 
    She reached for his side of the bed, knowing he wasn't there. That first episode was ten times more frightening than this latest one. He'd gone away for several weeks, and she'd barely been able to bring herself to see him. 
 
    The bruise on her cheek had faded with time, just as the pain in her nose. 
 
    Trey. Protecting them from something that wasn't there. Four years ago. Four years without any major incident. She held back a sob. 
 
    “I miss you,” she murmured. 
 
    Carolyn fell asleep, remembering the frenzied expression on his face, the blood flying from his hands as he protected them from a monster only he could see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Alan.”  
 
    His eyes snapped open and he stared into the darkness. 
 
    The rain had stopped pattering against the sides of the house, leaving only the sound of the heater. 
 
    “Alan,” a voice whispered from the side of the bed. 
 
    Alan shivered beneath the warm blankets. He knew if he looked toward the voice, he'd see nothing. 
 
    “Alan,” the voice whispered again. 
 
    He scrunched his eyes together and listened to the mad drumbeat of his heart in his ears. 
 
    “There is no Closet Man,” the voice chuckled in the darkness. “But there is an Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    His eyes flew open and he turned his head to the left side of the bed. Two gleaming yellows globes glowed in the darkness. 
 
    Alan threw the covers off the bed and flung himself toward the nightstand. Unable to breathe, he snapped on the lamp. The darkness was obliterated in an instant, leaving him staring at an empty room. 
 
    “I'm under the bed,” the thing whispered. 
 
    “No, you're not,” Alan whispered back, his words broken by rapid breaths. “You're not here,” he said. Fighting back the urge to run screaming from the room, he dropped to all fours, his eyes scanning beneath the bed. Nothing was there. “You're not real,” Alan said and stood. Shivering from fear, Alan rolled up the blankets and dragged them toward the door. “You're not real,” he whispered to the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    It was still dark in her bedroom when she opened her eyes. Her alarm hadn't gone off yet. Her hand reached for Trey but found only sheets and his pillow. “Not this morning,” she said to herself and managed to choke back the sob.  
 
    Morning. Time to get up. Time to get Alan some breakfast and get him to school. Then she'd have to call about Trey.  
 
    She threw back the covers and stared at the ceiling. Cold air tingled across her bare legs and chest. She shivered. Hot shower. Yes, a hot shower was exactly the thing. Carolyn put her feet on the floor, slid out of bed, and started for the bathroom. A shape on the floor stopped her from putting her foot down. 
 
    Carolyn froze, unable to exhale. Covers? Blankets? The bundle twitched and rolled. Carolyn held back a scream. She stepped over the cloth-covered blob and into the bathroom. She flipped on the lights and turned, ready to face whatever it was. 
 
    A small hand rested on the floor, stretched outward from a Spiderman blanket. Carolyn finally managed to exhale, her heart beating so fast she thought it would explode. She moved toward Alan, and then realized she was naked. Feeling embarrassed, she grabbed her robe from beside the bed and cinched it around herself. 
 
    She took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. Why the hell had that scared her? Just a bundle of blankets, dammit, with her sleeping son beneath it all. 
 
    Once she felt her heart rate had slowed to an acceptable rhythm, she knelt down beside Alan. She peeled back the blanket and stared into his sleeping face. He didn't look peaceful. Instead, his teeth were locked tight, his eyes scrunched together. 
 
    “Alan?” she whispered.  
 
    The boy didn't move.  
 
    Knowing it was going to hurt, she slipped her arms beneath him and lifted. She grunted with the effort and ignored the pain in her lower back as she placed him on the bed. 
 
    “Alan?” she asked again. 
 
    The boy said nothing. With a sigh, she straightened him on the bed, practically dragging his head toward Trey's pillow. She covered him in blankets and turned back to the bathroom. 
 
    “Want Daddy to protect me from the ice cream man,” Alan mumbled from behind her. 
 
    She spun on her heel and stared at the bed. Alan rolled over onto his side, his breathing deep and level. Her heart rate had risen again, hammering in her chest. 
 
    “Alan?” she asked.  
 
    He didn't respond.  
 
    She closed the bathroom door with care, ensuring it wouldn't bang and wake him up. He had at least another hour of sleep before she needed to push him out of bed. 
 
    The ice cream man.  
 
    “Fuck,” she whispered.  
 
    Was Alan already starting to see the same things Trey did? Was he going to end up in an institution talking to people who weren't there? 
 
    She shivered. “Just sleep talk,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    She pulled off the robe and stepped into the shower, trying to take deep, even breaths. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    She'd awakened Alan from her bed by stroking his cheek and saying his name. The boy's eyes fluttered open and he stared into her face, a look of surprise that transformed into a thin smile.  
 
    “Good morning, Mommy,” he said. 
 
    “Good morning, baby.” Her hand still brushed his cheek. “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “In your room,” he blushed.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” she giggled. “Do you remember why?”  
 
    Alan yawned and put his small hands over his face. “No,” he said through his fingers, the word muddled and muffled.  
 
    She nodded and squeezed his shoulder. “It's time for you to get dressed and ready for school.”  
 
    He dropped his hands from his face. “Okay, Mommy.” Carolyn stood up from the bed to leave just as his hand reached and grabbed the hem of her robe. “Mommy?” he asked. 
 
    She turned back to him with a sigh. “Yes, Alan?”  
 
    “Will Daddy come back to keep us safe?”  
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Keep us safe. From what?”  
 
    Alan frowned. “I don't know.” 
 
    “Get dressed, kiddo. Have to get some breakfast in you.”  
 
    Alan smiled and slid off the bed. 
 
    She watched him leave the room and then closed the bedroom door. As she turned from the door, the smile faded. “Will Daddy keep us safe?” Alan had asked. She shivered. 
 
    While she dressed, she thought of all the things she had to do. First, call work and tell them she wouldn't be in. Second, get Alan to school. Third... 
 
    It was the third one that worried her. She had to call Kinkaid, find out Trey's condition, and whether or not she could see him. But even if Kinkaid said no, she was going to be there, dammit. 
 
    Not like last time. 
 
    Carolyn picked out a clean pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. No makeup. Well, maybe a little. She slipped on the jeans, a practical bra, and then the sweatshirt. 
 
    With a sigh, she stared at herself in the mirror. A worry line was forming and her eyes had dark circles. Four hours of sleep. Fuck. She wondered how much sleep Trey had managed. 
 
    Would he still be in the hospital bed, his skull wrapped in bandages? She took in a sharp breath and then let it out slowly. “I'll see you, Trey,” she whispered. “I promise.” 
 
    Carolyn braided her long hair, tying the end with expert fingers. She stared at herself in the mirror. She looked like shit, but she knew Trey wouldn't care and on a morning like this, she didn't give a damn who saw her. She flipped off the light and headed downstairs. 
 
    Alan was at the breakfast table, munching on cereal. She walked up behind him, and squeezed his shoulder. He turned around to her, his teeth still crunching. 
 
    “Are you going to see Daddy today?” 
 
    “Don't talk with your mouth full, son,” she said with a smile. “Yes.” She headed to the coffee maker. “I'll see him while you're at school.” 
 
    Alan clinked his spoon against the glass bowl. “Can I see him tonight?” 
 
    She paused and then clicked the coffee maker button. “I don't know if you can see him tonight, baby.” 
 
    “But--”  
 
    “I know, Alan.” She turned toward him. “I'll ask.”  
 
    Alan nodded, his smile creeping back. “You'll tell Daddy I love him?”  
 
    “Of course.” She turned back to the coffee maker and then stopped. “Alan?”  
 
    He looked up at her as he put another spoonful in his mouth.  
 
    “Do you know what Daddy is supposed to protect us from?”  
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, continued crunching, and swallowed. “The Ice Cream Man,” Alan whispered.  
 
    “Who?” she asked, her heart rate rising and thumping in her ears. “The Ice Cream Man, Mommy. Daddy doesn't like him.” Alan frowned. “I don't like him either.”  
 
    She stepped away from the coffee maker and sat down at the breakfast table. She thrummed her fingers on the glass surface. “You've never met the Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    Alan shook his head. “I saw him. When we picked up Daddy yesterday.” Alan frowned. “I don't like him.” 
 
    The Ice Cream Man. 
 
    Carolyn barely remembered the guy. She had driven the car as fast as she dared through the winding main drag of the subdivision. When she reached the intersection of Pine and Crystal, the ice cream van was parked at the side of the tree-lined road. 
 
    A few people stood around the white Econoline van. She pulled into the side street and parked the car. 
 
    “Alan, stay here,” she whispered and opened the door. She ran toward the van. 
 
    The man in the cream colored overalls stood at least a head above everyone else. He stared down at the prone figure at his feet, his white pie hat swept forward so that it nearly covered his eyes. He looked up at her as she ran toward him. 
 
    “Ma'am?” the man said in a high-pitched voice. “Are you the wife?” 
 
    She knelt down before Trey without looking up at the man in the overalls. “Yes,” she said. Trey lay on the concrete, eyes closed. “Trey?” she asked. His eyes fluttered. Blood trickled down his scalp from where his head had hit the ground. “Trey?” 
 
    “He ran at me,” the man said. 
 
    Carolyn glanced upward. She had difficulty making out the man's face beneath the shadow of the pork pie hat. His long nose and pouty lips were all she could see, besides his fat jowls. His eyes were perfectly hidden. 
 
    “He gave me quite a fright,” the Ice Cream Man said in a monotone.  
 
    She glanced back down at Trey. “How long has he been like this?”  
 
    “About ten minutes,” the man said in that same expressionless voice. “Lady? I have to go,” the man said. “I'm a little out of sorts.”  
 
    She looked up at him. The man rubbed his hands together, the friction against his palms sounding like sandpaper.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said softly. “I'll take him to the hospital. If you can help me get him to the car?”  
 
    “Sorry, ma'am,” the man said. “Hurt my back years ago. Can't help you there.” He looked into the crowd of people. “Can one of you help this lady?” he asked in that same flat voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” a young man said. “Here,” he stepped forward to Carolyn and grabbed one of Trey's arms. “I got him,” he said. 
 
    Carolyn looked up at the goateed teenager and smiled at him as best she could. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    They lifted Trey by his arms, bringing him to his feet. Trey's eyelids fluttered again, enough for him to hold Carolyn's stare. His legs took some of the weight as they walked to the car. 
 
    Carolyn turned her head to thank the Ice Cream Man, but he was already in his van. The word “YUMMY” was spelled in bright, crimson letters on the back of the van. She felt a chill as it made its way up the street, a thin, broken line of blue exhaust spitting from the tailpipe. 
 
    She stared at Alan across the breakfast table. “Did you see something, Alan?” 
 
    Alan shrugged. “He hides his eyes,” the boy said softly. “He doesn't look like somebody nice.” 
 
    With a nod, Carolyn forced a smile. “You're a smart kid.” He'd smiled back at her. “Now hurry up and finish breakfast. We're going to be late.”  
 
    The drive to the hospital had been quiet and uneventful. She pulled into the parking lot and realized she couldn't remember the drive at all, only the thoughts in her head. Alan had kissed her goodbye as he left the car, making her once again promise to tell Daddy he loved him. The hospital sat before her, its lights visible in the darkness of the overcast day. The weather was finally supposed to break later that afternoon, but Carolyn could scarcely believe it.  
 
    She pulled out her phone, unlocked it, and found Kinkaid's number. With a tap, she brought the phone to her ear. It rang twice.  
 
    “This is Doctor Kinkaid.”  
 
    “Hi,” Carolyn said, “this is Carolyn Leger, I--”  
 
    “Carolyn,” the doctor's voice answered. She could hear the smile in the woman's voice. “I suppose you're calling about Trey.”  
 
    She nodded and said “Yes, I am.”  
 
    “Trey's okay. He's been quiet this morning. His concussion isn't as 
 
    bad as we thought. I haven't really had a chance to assess his state this morning, but the nurses say he's doing okay.” 
 
    “I'm here at the hospital,” she said. “I was hoping I could see him.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Okay. I'll, um, call the nurses' station in a minute and let them know.” 
 
    Carolyn frowned. “You sounded a little hesitant there. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Um, not really,” Kinkaid said. “I just want you to be prepared. I know what kind of...hallucinations he's had. I assume he told you as well.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. Then I want you to be prepared that he may see those again. I'm just not sure what kicked them off. So do me a favor,” Kinkaid said, taking a deep breath, “let's try not to get him excited for the moment. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Carolyn agreed. 
 
    “Keep the visit pretty short, please. I'm going to come in later this morning and talk to him.” 
 
    Carolyn felt a sob trying to break its way past her throat. She managed to choke it back. When she spoke again, her voice quivered. “Okay,” she sniffed. 
 
    “Carolyn? It's going to be okay. He's been resilient in the past and you and Alan have a lot to do with that.” 
 
    “I abandoned him last time,” Carolyn said, unable to hide the tears in her voice. 
 
    Kinkaid sighed on the other end of the line. “No, Carolyn. You didn't. If you'd abandoned him, you never would have allowed him back in your house. And I can't tell you how much courage that took.” 
 
    Carolyn stifled another sob. 
 
    “Carolyn? Be strong, dear. You're doing fine. He's going to get better and he'll be back home before you know it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Carolyn said, wiping her eyes. “Just a little visit.”  
 
    “Yes,” Kinkaid said back to her. “Just a little one.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carolyn lied, wiping at her eyes again. “I'm okay.” 
 
    “All right. Call me anytime, okay?”  
 
    “Yes,” Carolyn said.  
 
    “Good. I'll call the nurses' station and let them know, all right?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Have a good visit. Trey loves you. Help him get better, okay?” Carolyn didn't respond. “Bye, Carolyn.” The phone beeped as the connection ended. 
 
    For a moment, Carolyn sat in the seat, the phone still held to her ear. She lowered the phone to her lap and stared at the hospital. 
 
    Short visit, she thought to herself. Short visit. Wasn't that like abandoning him all over again? Just walking in and saying hello? 
 
    “Christ,” she muttered aloud. 
 
    She unfastened the seat belt, opened the door, and stepped out into the humid winter air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Trey opened his eyes and immediately felt ice cold. The temperature in the room seemed to have dropped at least thirty degrees. The blankets wrapped around his legs were little protection. He'd come awake because of the sound near his left ear.  
 
    Click. Click. Grind. Trey turned to his left and choked back a scream. It stood there, towering above him, its shadow swallowing him whole.  
 
    “What--” he asked in a breathy whisper.  
 
    The ghoul. Its misshapen jaws clacked together and then ground, the canines protruding from gray lips. Drops of saliva fell as its mottled tongue flicked in and out. 
 
    “I told you I'd come for you,” the thing said. It wore the ice cream man's uniform, cream colored overalls, pork pie hat sitting jauntily on its crusted and matted scalp. The yellow eyes danced with crimson in their centers, the color swirling like flame. “You didn't ask permission, boy,” the thing said. 
 
    Trey choked back another scream. “I'm sorry,” he whimpered. “Don't put me--” 
 
    The thing smiled and leered. It bent down, close to him, cutting off his thoughts, his speech. 
 
    “You're going back with me,” it breathed. “You're going back with me and this time I won't let you out.” The crimson pupils faded and turned black. 
 
    “No,” Trey whispered. “I won't--” 
 
    The thing laughed, its eyes turning green. “Yes, you will. You'll do everything I tell you,” the ghoul said, stretching out a taloned finger to scrape against Trey's chest. “Or I'll split you in half like I should have all those years ago. Bad boy,” the thing growled. “Bad, dirty little boy.” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. He closed his eyes. “You're not real.” He felt its hot, rancid breath against his ear. Its jaws clicked. A single drop of saliva wet his cheek, stinging his flesh. “You're not real!” he screamed aloud. 
 
    “You,” it tittered, “you are the one who's not real.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” his voice broke on the last syllable. He opened his eyes, his fists ready to strike, and stared into the ghoul's rotted face. “Fuck--” The overhead lights flipped on. 
 
    “Trey!” a voice yelled from the doorway. 
 
    Trey whipped his head around, fists still raised. Carolyn stood in the doorway with one of the many nurses that had checked on him during the night. “It's here!” he yelled and whipped back toward the left side of the bed. 
 
    There was nothing there. Nothing. 
 
    Carolyn and the nurse walked in. He turned around to face them. “It was right there,” he whispered. 
 
    “What was, Mr. Leger?” the nurse asked. She had reached the IV cart and picked up the clipboard at the base of his bed. Her deft fingers reached around his wrist, checking his pulse against her watch. “Can you tell me?” she asked softly. 
 
    “The--” He looked over the nurse's shoulder at Carolyn. Her face was ashen. Trey thought he saw a tear hiding at the edge of her eyes. “It--” He swallowed hard. “It was just a dream.” He let his head fall back into the pillow. 
 
    “You're very cold,” the nurse said, pulling the blankets back atop him. “You may have a fever. I'll come back in a few minutes and check your temperature,” she said, marking something on the chart. She looked at Carolyn. “Short visit, okay?” 
 
    Carolyn nodded to her and the nurse walked out of the room. She stared at Trey, a weak smile breaking through her deep frown. 
 
    “Hello, baby,” she said softly.  
 
    He smiled back at her, his forehead still covered in sweat.  
 
    Carolyn walked to the side of his bed and pulled up a chair. She sat down and placed a hand in his. He gently squeezed her. “You have a bad dream?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Yeah. Bad dream.”  
 
    “Can you tell me about it?”  
 
    Trey opened his mouth, and then closed it. “No, honey, I can't.” He could have. He wanted to. But she had seen enough already. She didn't need to know he saw the damned ice cream man in the room. She didn't need to know that. Not now. “How are you?” he whispered. 
 
    “I'm okay,” Carolyn said with a smile. “Just worried about you.” She gave his hand a healthy squeeze. “Alan said to tell you he loves you.” She laughed a little. “He was very adamant.” 
 
    The smile on Trey's face didn't feel awkward or fake. He imagined the boy telling his mother that, face stern and serious. “You'll tell him I said I love him too. Won't you?” She nodded. “Okay, good.” 
 
    “He wants to come see you,” she whispered. 
 
    Trey broke her stare and looked down at the cast on his arm. “I don't think that's a good idea right now.” He heard her sigh and turned back to her. “Maybe in a day or two.” 
 
    She nodded. “Dr. Kinkaid said she's going to check on you later this morning.” 
 
    “I'm sure she will,” Trey said.  
 
    Carolyn giggled. “She's your girlfriend, isn't she?” 
 
    Trey snorted. “Yeah, I'm her centerfold for psycho weekly.” He watched her laugh, loving the way her lips curved upward and the sound of her voice. So many things he wanted to tell her. So many things. “She's a good quack.” Trey grinned. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I like her, Trey.” Carolyn paused, staring down at their clasped hands. “I'm not leaving you.” She slowly raised her eyes to his. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, baby,” he whispered. “You never have.”  
 
    “Before,” she said, “last time. I stopped--”  
 
    Trey shook his head. “Baby? I-- I hurt you last time. There's no reason to--”  
 
    “I was afraid,” her voice choked. “I was afraid--”  
 
    “I know you were.” He squeezed her hand, but she didn't look at him. “Carolyn?”  
 
    She nodded, but didn't meet his eyes.  
 
    “Carolyn? Please look at me?” Slowly, she raised her head. He smiled at her. “It's okay, baby. I know you were scared. I'm just happy you brought me home again.” 
 
    “I will this time, too,” she whispered. She leaned over and kissed his damp forehead. 
 
    “Mrs. Leger?” the nurse called to her from the doorway. Carolyn turned around. The nurse tapped her watch. 
 
    Carolyn nodded to her and then turned back to Trey. “I'm being kicked out.” 
 
    Trey sighed. “I know. Goddamned nurse ratchet clones,” he whispered. He paused for a moment, and then leered. “You think they'd let us get freaky in the bed?” 
 
    She laughed. “Maybe later.” She kissed his forehead again. “Maybe I'll wear something more appropriate next time.” 
 
    “Sure, baby. Sure. We can try and find a use for the bedpan.”  
 
    “Eewww,” she said. “I'm not sure I want to come back after that!” 
 
    They laughed together. “Go on, get out of here.” He waved his good hand. 
 
    “Okay, baby. Call me when you have a chance?”  
 
    He nodded. “Assuming they don't put me in the rubber room, I will.”  
 
    Carolyn stood and walked to the door. She turned back to him. “Alan misses you, baby. And so do I.”  
 
    “I'll make sure to call you when I'm--” He swallowed hard. “When I'm ready to see Alan.”  
 
    She nodded to him and waved. With that, she left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    As with the ride to the hospital, she barely remembered the ride back. The moment she'd walked out of Trey's room, his terrified and shocked face flitted into her mind. He'd looked so lost, so desperate. What did he see to cause that, she wondered. He'd told her what he'd seen, but she couldn't really imagine it. Not what it looked like through his eyes. 
 
    For years, he'd rolled about the bed at night, dreaming his dark dreams and muttering in his sleep. Every time she woke at night from his moans and whispers, she'd see that same terrified expression on his face. But with him awake-- Christ. What the fuck was so bad that it left him so shaken? 
 
    Carolyn pulled into the neighborhood and made her way down Pine. The tall pine trees, for which the road was named, swayed gently in the wind. She wound past Crystal, the intersection where Trey had collapsed. Carolyn forced herself to keep her eyes on the road. She didn't want to remember the blood on the concrete, or the crowd standing around Trey like he was some kind of circus attraction. 
 
    Alan had watched all that from the car. She choked back a sob. He shouldn't have been exposed to that. 
 
    As she turned on to Moss, she slowed to a crawl. The van. The white van was in front of her house. Its back faced her, the scarlet word “YUMMY!” staring at her with gleeful malice. 
 
    She shivered as she pulled around the van. She didn't dare look through the darkened windshield as she pulled into the driveway. Once the car was off, she looked in the rearview mirror. There was no movement inside the van. Carolyn pulled out her cellphone, hands shaking. 
 
    She typed in the code to unlock the phone three times before she got it right and scrolled through the address book. She pressed on the phone's screen and put the phone to her ear. “Please be home, please be home, please be home,” she whispered to herself with each ring. 
 
    “Hey, Carolyn. How are you?”  
 
    “Dick,” she whispered.  
 
    There was a pause. “Are you okay, dear?”  
 
    “You home?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Carolyn, you sound scared. What's going on? Something happen to--”  
 
    “That van is in front of my house.”  
 
    She heard Dick take a deep breath. “Where are you?” he said, his voice stern.  
 
    “In the driveway.”  
 
    “Okay, Carolyn. I'm coming, okay?” She heard the jingle of a jacket zipper. “Stay put and keep the car doors locked.” The line went dead.  
 
    Carolyn glued her eyes to the rearview mirror. The van sat silent at the curb, bright decals showing smiling children and pictures of candy and ice cream treats. There was a blur at the tinted driver side window. The tiniest movement.  
 
    She sucked in a deep breath. What if he was in her backyard? Or in the house? She shivered again. The idea of the tall man with the shadowed eyes hiding in her closet, under her bed, anywhere-- 
 
    The van's door opened. The tall man stepped out. Carolyn sucked in a shuddering breath. The man closed the door and turned toward her. The ice cream man's clean, cream overalls seemed to glow in the dim sunlight. He stepped toward her, his hat slung low over his forehead, once again hiding his eyes. 
 
    As she watched, the man stopped and turned. Dick was walking across the street, a smile on his face. His blue windbreaker bulged at the side. Carolyn blew out a shuddering breath and unlocked the car door. 
 
    As she stepped from the vehicle, she heard Dick talking to the man. “How you doing?” 
 
    She watched the ice cream man shrug. His voice was raspy, choked with phlegm. “All right, I guess.” 
 
    Dick walked to the man and offered his hand. “I'm Dick Dickerson.” 
 
    Carolyn walked down the driveway to the side of the ice cream man. She watched as the two shook hands. “Reggie,” the man said in his raspy voice. 
 
    “Hi,” Carolyn said, walking to stand beside Dick. She still couldn't quite make out Reggie's eyes. “I'm Carolyn,” she said, extending her hand. The man dropped Dick's and immediately placed his large hand around hers. “You're Reggie?” 
 
    The man nodded, releasing her hand after a gentle shake. “Yes, ma'am.” 
 
    Carolyn tried hard not to glance at Dick. She didn't want the ice cream man to see the look, to know she'd called Dick. “Nice to meet you,” she said. 
 
    Reggie nodded. “Nice to meet you too.” 
 
    “So,” Dick said, causing Reggie to turn toward him, “what brings you here? Kids aren't out for another couple of hours yet.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause as Reggie stared at him. The man's gloved hands rubbed together, sounding like sandpaper. “I came here,” he said, turning toward Carolyn, “to apologize for taking off so fast yesterday.” Carolyn blinked at him. “And to make sure your husband was okay.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, but Dick spoke first. “What do you mean 'take off'?” he asked. 
 
    Reggie turned back to him with a sigh. “Her husband kind of...had a fit or something. He fell and hit his head on the concrete.” The cream clad man sighed. “I, um, noticed he wore a medical bracelet. So I called the number on it.” Neither Carolyn nor Dick said anything in the awkward silence. “I got word to Mrs. Carolyn--” 
 
    “Leger,” she said softly. 
 
    Reggie turned toward her, the barest smile visible beneath the shade of his hat. “Mrs. Leger, that her husband had an accident.” 
 
    Dick nodded. “So you--” 
 
    “Let me finish,” the man said, his voice flat. “I waited until she got there. I wanted to make sure Mr. Leger was okay, but I was a little freaked out.” He lowered his head. “He, um, looked like he was going to attack me or something.” 
 
    Carolyn exchanged a quick glance with Dick. He blinked at her. She could tell he wanted to ask a question, but would hold it until after this. “I'm sure it was a little unsettling,” she said. “I do appreciate your calling me, Mr.--” 
 
    “Reggie,” the man said simply. 
 
    “Reggie,” she agreed. “I appreciate your calling us and letting us know.” 
 
    “Is your husband okay?” he asked, lifting his head just the slightest bit. 
 
    Through the shadow cast down upon his face, she saw that long nose again, the gray lips. “He broke his arm,” she said. “And he has a concussion.” 
 
    “What's wrong with him?” Reggie asked.  
 
    Dick laughed. “I'm sure that's none of your business.” 
 
    “Oh,” Reggie said. “My mistake.” 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything. Carolyn and Dick exchanged glances again. 
 
    Reggie shuffled his feet. “All right,” Reggie said, “I just wanted to make sure the man was okay.” He extended his hand to Carolyn again. “Sorry it happened, ma'am. But it was nice to meet you.” Carolyn managed to put her hand in his again and shake it. “Both of you.” Reggie offered his hand to Dick. 
 
    Dick was slow to take it, but squeezed hard once he did. Carolyn noticed Dick's eyes and knew there was little question as to whether or not he liked the ice cream man. “I'm sure,” Dick said. He grinned at Reggie, but his eyes still burned. 
 
    “I'll be going,” Reggie said. He headed back to the van and stepped inside. The engine started up, the tail pipe blowing a small puff of blue smoke into the winter morning. The two of them watched as the van drove into the cul-de-sac, rounded it, and headed back out into the neighborhood. They saw the barest glimmer of a wave through the passenger-side window as it passed. 
 
    “I don't like that guy,” Dick whispered as the van disappeared.  
 
    Carolyn shivered. “Buy you a cup of coffee?” she said.  
 
    “Your place or mine?” he asked.  
 
    “Definitely mine,” she said. 
 
    Dick placed a hand on her shoulder. “Yeah,” he chuckled. “Your coffee rocks, mine always sucks.” 
 
    She turned her head toward him and smiled.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, “let's get out of this cold.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “So he just collapsed?” Dick asked, a chocolate coffee biscuit rising to his mouth. He munched on the cookie with a satisfied “hmmm.”  
 
    Carolyn sipped her coffee. “Yeah, I guess. He doesn't quite remember falling down.”  
 
    Dick nodded. “Does he remember passing out in front of the house?”  
 
    Her fingers picked out one of the biscuits, sliding it into her mouth. She crunched the end and swallowed it. “Yeah, he does.”  
 
    “Is it that guy? That Reggie?” Dick asked with a look of distaste.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, wiping crumbs from her lips.  
 
    “Guy creeps me out,” Dick said, pushing the rest of the cookie into his mouth. He brushed crumbs from his jacket and took a sip of coffee. “I think we should call the HOA, get him banned.” 
 
    She harrumphed. “Good luck with that. Trey said the elementary school kids flock to him.” 
 
    “Sure,” Dick agreed. “But those damned bells. Man, they could wake the dead.” He paused, staring into his coffee cup. “Think we could file a noise complaint”? 
 
    Carolyn stared past him to the window overlooking the deck. Fall leaves, brown and dead, littered its wooden surface. “I don't know. Is it really worth it?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Don't know. But that guy creeps me out,” he said. “Just creeps me out.” 
 
    She laughed. “You need a thesaurus.” 
 
    With a grin, he picked up another coffee biscuit. “That's gonna cost you,” he said, lifting it and then consuming it in one bite. 
 
    “Small price for the zing.” She put her elbows on the table, resting her head on clenched fists. “What is it about him that creeps you out?”  
 
    Dick shrugged. “Don't know, exactly. But those tinted windows on the van... Who the hell does that? I mean, it's just-- Well, it just makes me distrust him.” Dick shook his head. “After meeting him today, I like him even less.” 
 
    “The hat?” 
 
    Dick nodded. “Yeah, the way he keeps it down so low over his fore- head you can barely see his eyes. And,” Dick said, raising his hands in the air, “who the hell wears gloves like that? Did you feel his fingers through them? Christ,” Dick said, “something wrong with that guy.” 
 
    “What do you mean about his fingers?” 
 
    “I held him a bit tighter than you,” Dick said, “they felt...wrong. I don't know how else to say it. Plus,” he said, taking another cookie, “his voice sounds all jacked up. Like he's on the verge of dying or something.” Dick shook his head. “Diseased.” 
 
    Carolyn nodded. She'd heard the rattle in the man's chest as well, breathing as if through cheesecloth. “Okay, yeah, I don't like him either,” Carolyn said. 
 
    Dick munched, holding up a finger, and then swallowed. “So, Trey's in the hospital?” he asked. 
 
    The tension from meeting the ice cream man had faded a bit, but it suddenly returned. When Dick left, she'd be all alone in the house until Alan came home. She nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    He clasped his hands around the coffee cup. “For the broken arm?”  
 
    “And for the...episode,” she whispered. 
 
    Dick nodded. “None of my business, Carolyn. I like you guys a lot and just want to know you're safe.” He thrummed his fingers on the table's surface. “Okay?” 
 
    “I appreciate that. I really do.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “Okay, so here's the deal,” he said, crossing his arms across his ample chest. “I want you to call me if anything strange happens. I don't care if it's a false alarm, you just call me. I'll keep watch.” He chuckled. “Hell, I'm almost always home anyway.” 
 
    Carolyn nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Now,” he said as he reached for the packet of biscuits, his face set in a manic grin, “may I have another?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The hospital room was still dark, but the sunlight had managed to break through the clouds enough to clothe the room in twilight. Through the half-open door, he heard nurses walking past, medicine carts traveling through the hallway on squeaky wheels and the occasional conversational fragment. 
 
    Trey lay with his eyes closed, focused on his breathing. They had given him another sedative after Carolyn left. 
 
    “Something to help you sleep,” the nurse had said. 
 
    Sleep? Shit, the stuff had knocked him flat. He didn't so much sleep as pass out. The next time he opened his eyes, the sunlight had shifted. A look at the clock on the wall told him it was already 3 p.m. Alan's school day would soon be at an end. 
 
    Trey felt his heart rate rise. He closed his eyes again, and imagined Alan's happy face. His heartbeat slowed a bit. 
 
    Carolyn would pick him up. Carolyn would walk or drive him home. It would all be okay. 
 
    The thing at his bedside. The ghoul dressed in the the ice cream man's uniform. It had surprised and scared the hell out of him. But hadn't there been something else? Something familiar? The thing had... rasped. 
 
    Trey felt something click in his mind. Raspy voice. The long nose. The eyes. They had been yellow and then turned green. Closet Man green. Something was so-- 
 
    “You sleeping, Trey?” 
 
    He didn't bother opening his eyes, but smiled. “I've been lying here for hours waiting for you to show up.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Kinkaid said.  
 
    Trey opened his eyes and watched as she entered the room.  
 
    “I wanted to make sure we weren't going to need the rubber room.”  
 
    “Oh,” he growled, “you tell that to all the crazy people?”  
 
    “Only the ones that need to hear it.”  
 
    “Quack,” he said.  
 
    Kinkaid stared at him, a mischievous grin on her face. It was infectious.  
 
    “So, what do you have to say for yourself?”  
 
    She bent down and looked at his chart. “Nothing serious. Been getting updates on you from the nurses every couple of hours. They say you slept like a baby.” 
 
    “Slept? Fuck,” he whispered, “more like they kicked my head in. What the fuck was that shit?” 
 
    “Just something to keep my favorite psycho asleep until I got here.”  
 
    “Ah,” Trey said. “So your bedside manner is only at your convenience?”  
 
    She put the clipboard down, her smile fading a bit. “You aren't my only patient, Trey. Just the only patient I'm currently interested in.”  
 
    “Quack,” he growled.  
 
    Kinkaid pulled over a chair and sat down beside him. “They've cleared your concussion. You're out of the woods.”  
 
    “Just like that?”  
 
    She nodded. “Just like that. Last time the nurse peered in your eyes and asked you your name, you actually passed the test.” She licked her lips. “Now let's talk about the hard stuff.” 
 
    He sighed. “You're going to commit me.” 
 
    The grin on her face disappeared. She sucked in a breath. “Trey? You checked yourself in. Even though you're in the hospital ward, that doesn't really mean much. You asked me to more or less admit you for treatment, and that's what we're doing.” Trey said nothing. “Do you remember the last time we did this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Trey said, his voice flat. “You asked me to admit myself. And I did.” 
 
    She nodded. “And I let you out again, didn't I?” He said nothing. “Last time you'd hurt yourself. You'd hurt your wife.” She paused. “Do you want to do that again?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Trey said at once, his voice loud in the quiet room. 
 
    Kinkaid didn't flinch, but her smile returned. “Good. Now. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Just until the delusions pass?” 
 
    She nodded, her smile growing sad. “Yes. Once we're sure you're not going to have any more hallucinations, I'll kick your ass out of here.” She chuckled. “I like my favorite psycho being on the streets. It's good for my reputation.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Trey, there's someone I would like to bring in on your treatment.” She paused again, staring into his eyes, unblinking. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “You'll meet him tomorrow, if you agree. I think you'll like him.”  
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Guess I'm going to have to sign something?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Actually, I'm going to have Carolyn sign something. Although it's really just a formality. I wanted to get your consent, though. Don't want you wasting anybody's time by being more of a pain in the ass than you already are.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. I give you my verbal consent to bring in someone else to fuck with my brain.” 
 
    “Good,” she said with a laugh. “The more quacks, the better, right?” 
 
    The smile was getting to him again. His lips turned upward of their own accord. “Bring in a fucking flock of geese if you think it's going to help.” 
 
    “Sure. I will, believe me. Now,” she said and pulled a notebook from her valise, “can you talk to me about your visitor?” 
 
    He shivered and turned away from her toward the side of the bed where the thing had been. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Can you describe him to me?” 
 
    Trey shrugged and looked back at her. “It was the ice cream man, again. But...” 
 
    “But, what? What did he say to you?” 
 
    That voice. The rasping voice. The green eyes. “You dirty, little boy! You're coming back with me! Or I'll split you in half like I should have!”  
 
    The shiver wracked his entire body. The voice echoed in his brain. “He told me he was going to take me back.”  
 
    She furrowed a brow. “Back? He was going to take you back? Where?” she asked.  
 
    “I-- I don't know,” he whispered.  
 
    She nodded and scribbled in the notebook. She dropped it to her knees, her hands clasped atop it. “You remembered something this time, didn't you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “The voice. It was-- I've heard it before.” He looked away from her again, staring at the half-open door. “I just can't remember where,” Trey whispered. 
 
    “Shhh. It's okay, Trey.” She clucked her tongue. “Do you remember who you were talking to last time you had an incident?” He shook his head. She picked up the notebook, thumbed through the pages until she encountered a sticky note. “According to Carolyn, you said 'You leave him the fuck alone.'“ She looked up at him. “Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    Trey thought for a moment. Who the hell had he been talking to? That voice. The rasp. 
 
    “I was telling him to leave Alan alone.” 
 
    She inched forward in the chair, leaning toward him. “Who were you telling, Trey? Who?” 
 
    “The-- The man,” he whispered. 
 
    A tall figure, dressed in jeans that smelled like dirt and oil, a soiled denim jacket covering broad shoulders. Dirt encrusted work boots. A belt swinging from one hand. Frantic green eyes staring with malevolence. 
 
    The sound of snapping fingers caught his attention and he looked over at her. “Still with me?” she asked, her brows furrowed. “Still with me, Trey?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “How long this time?”  
 
    She shrugged. “About a minute. What did you see?”  
 
    “The-- The man.” His vision began to blur..  
 
    “Stay with me, Trey,” she whispered.  
 
    His vision snapped back, the world once again solidifying around him.  
 
    “I need you to take some deep breaths, okay? Deep breath.” She pulled in a lungful of air and held it. As he watched her, he found himself doing the same. She exhaled slowly, Trey following suit. “Good,” she said. “Keep doing that for a moment, okay?” Trey nodded. “Now close your eyes.” 
 
    The room disappeared behind his lids. He heard her shift in her chair, but continued the breathing. The world spun a little and then righted itself. Alan's face floated across his mind. 
 
    “Now,” she said, “can you picture the man?” 
 
    Alan's face melted, a long nose pushing its way through the boy's smile, long teeth crunching through his cheeks. Trey opened his eyes and sat up in bed, screaming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The final bell rang. The twenty children in the room had been shifting in their seats the last ten minutes. Even as the teacher read aloud from their history text, Alan knew none of the class was listening.  
 
    All he'd heard at lunch that day was about the Ice Cream Man. Kids talking about how nice he was, how he helped them count out the change, and always had something to recommend. 
 
    Alan said nothing while his classmates blathered on about the Ice Cream Man. When they asked why he hadn't met the Ice Cream Man, Alan had only shrugged-- he didn't want to tell them. 
 
    It was at recess, though, when the day had gotten bad. He was playing on the monkey bars, throwing one hand in front of the other, swinging across them in the darkened afternoon when Jimmy Keel walked over with his three friends. The rest of the children knew they were the bullies, the ones who would trip you when you were late to class, or steal your lunch. They were bigger. Mean. Jimmy was the largest of the group and by far the worst. 
 
    “Hey, freak,” Keel called to him as Alan stepped off the monkey bars. Alan said nothing, ignoring him and going to the other end to start again. “Hey, freak, I'm talking to you,” Keel said from behind him. 
 
    Alan continued to say nothing. He just put one hand in front of the other, swinging from one metal bar to the next. 
 
    “Your dad is shit-house nuts,” Keel growled. 
 
    Alan dropped from the monkey bars, landing on his feet beneath the horizontal metal ladder. A sudden flush of heat had filled him. His skin had become volcanic, cheeks burning with... What? Rage? Embarrassment? He turned, listening to Keel's laughter. 
 
    The other three boys with him looked at one another, giggling.  
 
    “What did you say?” Alan asked in his high-pitched voice.  
 
    Keel stepped forward with slow, deliberate steps. His savage smile displayed all of his ivory teeth. “I said your dad is shit-house nuts.” Keel advanced a few more steps until he stood just in front of Alan, his face staring down into Alan's flushed face. “What do you say to that?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” Alan said. 
 
    Alan tried to step around Keel, but the boy moved back in front of him. “My brother saw your old man yesterday, freak.” Keel chuckled. “Said your old man freaked out and then went face first into the fucking pavement.” The boy spat into the dirt, right next to Alan's shoe. “Your dad's afraid of the Ice Cream Man, you wuss,” Keel said. 
 
    Alan tried to step around him again. Keel matched the move. “Leave me alone,” Alan whispered. 
 
    “Ah, little sissy boy. You afraid of the Ice Cream Man, too?” The other three boys behind Keel giggled again. Jimmy turned back to them, laughing. “See,” he said to them, “he's afraid too.” Jimmy turned back to Alan, bending down so his foul breath chuffed into Alan's face. “A crazy little pussy, just like your dad.” 
 
    The lava of rage that had been building in his stomach overflowed. Alan's left leg shot up in a soccer kick that connected with Keel's balls. Keel let out a whimpering breath and fell to his knees. The three boys behind him all winced, their faces surprised o's. 
 
    The memory of his father, laying on the pavement, his mother kneeling over him, and the Ice Cream Man standing above them filled his mind. A single tear welled up in his eye and he wiped it away. “Don't you ever talk about my dad that way again,” Alan whispered. 
 
    He walked past Jimmy's kneeling form. Keel's bully buddies moved out of his way to let him pass. “I'm going to get you for that,” Keel shrieked from behind him. 
 
    Alan didn't turn around. He just continued walking toward the swings where he knew Mrs. Sinclair would be. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon, the children whispered. They wouldn't talk to him. Some looked at him with a new found reverence. Others practically crossed themselves. 
 
    He knew what they were thinking: he was a dead man. Jimmy Keel and his friends would catch him. Not today, since his mother was coming to pick him up. But one day soon. They'd catch him, and they'd beat him up. 
 
    When the school bell sounded, Alan stuffed his small notebook in his backpack and pulled it up. The teacher was babbling something, but Alan didn't pay attention. He made his way through the doors and into the hallway. 
 
    Sure enough, Keel and his boys were standing at the wall near the school exit. The four of them glowered at him as he passed, but said nothing. He knew why, too. The Assistant Principal, Mr. Herman, was within earshot. Alan didn't bother making eye contact with them. He knew he'd pay for what he did, but not that day. 
 
    Alan walked through the school doors while the smaller kids ran past him. The ice cream van's cheery, loud bells rang across the playground. A crowd had already gathered in front of the white van. Alan walked toward the parking lot and stopped. His mother wasn't there yet. 
 
    He turned and stared back toward the ice cream van. Even through the trees, he could make out the Ice Cream Man's bobbing head as he exchanged treats for the pocket money. 
 
    “You're fucking dead,” a voice from behind him said. 
 
    Startled, Alan turned. Jimmy Keel stood alone, his feet on the park- ing lot's cement curb. His grim face highlighted the hate in his eyes. 
 
    Alan felt a pang of fear, and then remembered what the boy had said about his father. “Not today,” Alan whispered. 
 
    Keel grinned. “No,” he said, “not today. But I'll get you, you little shit.” Keel walked past him, purposely bumping him hard with his elbow. 
 
    Alan's ribs screamed in pain but he forced himself to stay quiet. “I'm going to see the Ice Cream Man,” he said. He turned around and glared at Alan. “I'm not a pussy like your daddy.” He smiled at Alan, his eyes still filled with that glittering rage. He flipped Alan off and then made his way toward the van. 
 
    Alan watched the boy make his way toward the Ice Cream Van. The Ice Cream Man had made short work of the crowd and most of the children had left, heading home. Jimmy Keel's tall, bulky form strutted through the copse of trees. 
 
    “Alan!” a voice yelled behind him. He turned. His mother's car was behind him now, parked in the space. “You ready?” 
 
    He took one look back and watched Jimmy Keel standing at the edge of the curb, staring into the Ice Cream Van. 
 
    “Yeah, Mom.” He turned back toward her. She looked like she'd had a rough day. He felt...like crying. She looked a little lost, a little scared. He choked back the feeling and forced himself to smile. “Daddy isn't here to make her smile,” he thought, “so it's my job now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Dinner was blessedly short. Mommy took Alan to Chipotle where they each had a burrito, although Alan didn't feel much like eating. He knew from the moment she picked him up that she'd seen Daddy. The worried look on her face and the way her eyes didn't make contact with his told him everything he needed to know. But Mommy still tried to talk to him, as best she could. 
 
    In as few words as possible, he related his day, leaving out the confrontation with Jimmy Keel and the hallway whispers. She didn't need to know any of that. 
 
    When he asked how her day was, her face grew pale. “It was a day,” she'd told him. “Daddy said he loves you.” 
 
    Alan had smiled at that. “Is Daddy okay?” 
 
    Mommy nodded. “Dr. Kinkaid is taking care of him. They've got his broken arm all fixed up and he's sleeping a lot.” 
 
    Although he didn't say it, Alan knew what that meant. Daddy was sleeping a lot because they were making him sleep. Daddy had looked so lost in the hospital. Lost and in pain. Alan had wiped at his eyes, but said nothing. 
 
    Sitting in the living room with his math book in front of him, Alan read the word problem again and again, but none of it made sense. His mother sat on the couch, a book splayed open on her lap. He didn't think she was really reading either 
 
    “Mommy?”  
 
    She looked up from the book. “Yes, dear?”  
 
    “When can I see Daddy?”  
 
    Her face froze and then slowly relaxed. “Daddy will let us know.”  
 
    Alan nodded. “Is it bad?” Mommy didn't answer. She broke eye contact with him, staring down again at the book in her lap. Alan felt a wave of depression wash over him. 
 
    “Is it as bad as last time?” 
 
    She didn't look up. “I don't know,” she whispered. “I just don't know.” A tear slid down her face. 
 
    “Mommy?” She wiped her face and looked at him. “It's going to be okay. Daddy will be back. Right?” 
 
    A reluctant smile spread across her face. “Yes, honey. Daddy will be back.” 
 
    Alan let the conversation drop and stared back down into his book.  
 
    “Alan?” she said after a few minutes.  
 
    “Yes, Mommy?”  
 
    She cleared her throat. “I want you to stay away from the Ice Cream Man.”  
 
    The shiver in her voice caught his attention. “I will, Mommy. I don't like him.”  
 
    “Good,” she said, staring back into her book. “Now finish your homework, kiddo. It's getting late.”  
 
    Alan stared back down at the numbers on the page.  
 
    The Ice Cream Man.  
 
    He looked up at his mother.  
 
    The whispers. The eyes. Should he tell her? He looked back down at the page, feeling his heart race. It wasn't real. No more real than The Closet Man. Mommy didn't need to hear about the whispers. She didn't need to know about the eyes. 
 
    The pencil moved on the notebook next to the book as he scrawled answers, showing his work as always. Ten more math problems, and then he could... what? Go to sleep? Read more Harry Potter? He looked up at Mommy again. She was staring into her book, but her eyes weren't moving across the page. 
 
    As fast as he could, Alan ran through the problems. His pencil raced down the page. As he wrote the answer to the last homework problem, he put the pencil down and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I'm done, Mommy,” he said in a breathy whisper.  
 
    She looked up from the book. “What, honey?”  
 
    “I'm done.”  
 
    “That's my boy,” she said. “Why don't you go and get ready for bed?”  
 
    His heart beat faster in his chest. “You'll come tuck me in?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    Alan grinned. “Okay,” he said. He closed the book and shoved it into his pack. With a yawn, he carried the pack to the front door and hung it from the credenza hook. He turned to the dark stairway. 
 
    He reached for the light switch.  
 
    “Alan,” a voice whispered in his mind.  
 
    Alan closed his eyes.  
 
    “Alan,” it whispered again. “I'm waiting for you.”  
 
    Alan flicked the light switch and took a deep breath. He opened his eyes. The stairwell was lit, the shadows and darkness had retreated. With a shuddering exhale, he trudged up the stairs and into the hallway. He walked forward and then stopped. His parents' bedroom was to his left, the open door leaving a gaping rectangle of darkness. 
 
    “Won't be there if I don't look,” he whispered. He took another deep breath and walked past the bedroom without glancing inside. 
 
    With the hall light, the bathroom light, and that of his bedroom, few shadows remained. He brushed his teeth and made his way back to his room. He left the door open as he undressed and put on his pajamas. He turned on his lamp and then turned off the overhead light. As he crawled between the sheets, he heard the sound of his mother's footsteps on the stairs. He pulled the blankets up to his neck and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “Alan?” she called from the hallway with a laugh, “did you have to turn on every light in the house?” 
 
    Alan blushed as she entered the room. “Sorry, Mommy. Forgot to turn them off,” he lied. 
 
    She nodded to him. She sat on the edge of his bed and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “You going to sleep now?” 
 
    He nodded. “I'm tired.” 
 
    “So am I” she yawned. “Get some sleep, kiddo. I'll take you to school tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mommy,” Alan said. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Good night, baby.” She kissed his cheek, rose from the bed, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Mommy?” She stopped and turned, her brows raised. He opened his mouth and then closed it. “Good night.” 
 
    She smiled at him and walked out of the bedroom. The lights in the hallway went out. He took a deep breath and then snapped off the lamp. The room instantly fell into darkness. Alan lay on his back, the covers up to his neck, and closed his eyes. 
 
    “You afraid of the Ice Cream Man too?” Jimmy Keel's hateful voice whispered in his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” Alan whispered. 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “You should be,” a rasping voice answered back.  
 
    Alan opened his eyes and stared around the room, but nothing was there. No yellow eyes staring back at him. No menacing silhouette in the darkness. He took in a shuddering breath, closed his eyes and tried to keep the whispers at bay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    She'd checked her work email the night before. She was going to have to go in. There was no question about it, really. A pain in the ass client was demanding another meeting to go through the final contract details. Carolyn was going to have to placate the asshole, again.  
 
    She surely wasn't going to tell Trey about Alan having to walk home by himself. That wasn't something he'd be able to handle right now. She made a mental note to call Kinkaid when she got to the office the next morning and find out how he was doing.  
 
    Alan had been very quiet. The two of them had shared the living room in silence while she pretended to read a book and he pretended to study. She knew he wasn't able to concentrate. She wanted to talk to him about it, but she just didn't have the energy. 
 
    He went to bed without a fuss. She'd managed some sleep, but not much. Trey's frightened, haggard face kept flashing through her mind. The shadowy face of Reggie the Ice Cream Man did the same. 
 
    Even in her dreams, she heard Alan saying “I want Daddy to protect us from the Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    When her alarm finally screeched in the darkness, she was glad. Once she made sure Alan was awake, she returned to her normal work ritual: shower, make-up, the choosing of clothes from the closet, the hunt for hose that didn't have a run, and the frantic effort to get coffee made and swallow down some breakfast before having to jump in the car and head for work. On top of all that, she'd also have to get Alan to school. 
 
    As they made their way toward the school, she glanced at him. “You going to be okay walking home from school?” 
 
    Alan nodded, his face pressed against the window. The clouds had disappeared leaving a bright, blue sky in their place. “Yes, Mommy.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to come straight home, okay?” 
 
    He turned to her. “Okay. I'll come home and get my homework done, in case we get to see Daddy tonight.” 
 
    She pulled into the side street and parked near the thicket of pines. “You okay to walk from here?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said with a smile. He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Bye, Mommy.” 
 
    “Love you,” she said. “Have a good day.” 
 
    He opened the door and bounded out, his backpack slapping against his back as he ran up the curb. 
 
    She shook her head and drove down the side street away from the school. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The small windowless room was dark. Light from the hallway streamed through the small glass rectangle set into the door, barely illuminating the bottom of the sheets. Trey turned his head, looking for a clock he knew wasn't there.  
 
    Day. Night. Didn't matter anymore. Every waking moment was just a brief interlude before the next descent into dreamless sleep. He didn't know how long he'd been awake, only that the light in the hallway had been disturbed three times by people walking past it. 
 
    Carolyn. He wanted to call Carolyn. He wanted to talk to Alan. He wanted-- 
 
    The lights in the room began to glow. Soft. Even the gradual change from darkness to twilight stung his eyes. Trey forced them to stay open. The pain slowly subsided as the light grew and grew. After a minute or so, the darkness had fled the room. He took a deep breath and stared at the door. Was this real? Would the thing come through the door? 
 
    As if on cue, the rectangle darkened. Someone was in the hallway. Trey took a deep breath, not knowing what to expect. His diaphragm primed itself for another throat-shredding scream. 
 
    The door opened and a man rolled a wheelchair into the room. “Good afternoon, Mr. Leger. You have visitors.” 
 
    Trey blinked at the man. He couldn't remember the orderly's name, although he'd seen him more than once. “Visitors?” The man nodded. “my little boy?” 
 
    The man's brow furrowed. He dropped his eyes and finished rolling the wheelchair next to the bed. “Let's go, Mr. Leger.” 
 
    Alan. Seeing Alan would make all this more real. It would banish the boogeyman, make the Ice Cream Man rest in peace. Somehow. Alan would-- 
 
    “Mr. Leger?” the orderly said again. Trey swiveled his eyes toward him, blinking. “You all right?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sorry. That happens sometimes.” The man nodded to him. Trey made his way off the bed and dropped into the chair. They'd removed his restraints sometime during the night. Although his wrists still itched, at least he no longer felt like a prisoner. 
 
    The orderly said nothing as he rolled Trey out of the room and into the hallway. 
 
    They passed a number of other rooms. Some were quiet; others buzzed with whispered ramblings. Trey shivered. Was that what he sounded like when the Ice Cream Man came to visit? “Am I really that insane?” he wondered. 
 
    The hallway curved around to a much more friendly part of the ward. The walls weren't painted white, but blue. Trey smelled coffee, lunches being eaten at desks. The scents of normalcy. He sighed aloud, eyes closed, letting the aromas fill his nostrils. 
 
    The wheelchair turned. Trey opened his eyes. The orderly wheeled him into a large room with a steel table bolted to the floor. A goateed man stood from his chair at the table, a smile on his face. Dark hair, tied back in a loose pony tail. Stylish, silver rectangular glasses glinting beneath the bright fluorescents. 
 
    “Hello, Trey,” the man said.  
 
    Trey blinked at him. 
 
    The man's voice was smooth, a medium tone, a slight lilt in the syllables. “My name is Tony Downs.” 
 
    Trey said nothing as the wheelchair stopped in front of the metal table. 
 
    “Thank you, Stephen,” Tony said to the orderly. 
 
    Trey didn't turn, but heard the padded footsteps as the man left the room, closing the door behind him. Tony offered Trey his hand. Trey tepidly shook with his good hand. 
 
    “Dr. Kinkaid asked if I'd look in on you.”  
 
    “That quack,” Trey said. “She too busy to see her favorite psycho?”  
 
    Tony laughed, his eyes dancing behind the lenses. “Not at all,” Tony said. “Think of this as more of a consult.”  
 
    Trey turned toward the glass on one wall. He waved his good hand at it. “Hi, doc!” he yelled with a smile.  
 
    “Right,” Tony said. “Crazy, not stupid.”  
 
    Trey returned Tony's smile and placed his good hand on the table.  
 
    Trey tapped his foot and stared into Tony's face. The man exuded intelligence, but also a kind of sadness. He furrowed a brow.  
 
    “So, Tony, there something on your mind?”  
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Tony crossed his arms in front of his chest. He tilted his head slightly, the smile disappearing from his face. “As a matter of fact, yes.” 
 
    The man stopped speaking. If not for the occasional blink of his eyes and the nearly imperceptible rise and fall of his chest, it would have been difficult to tell he was alive. The silence was broken only by muffled hallway conversations and the occasional squeak of a gurney. Trey sighed. “You going to tell me what?” 
 
    “Glad you asked,” Tony said, his lips pursing into a reserved smile. “I have a question for you. I've had it since Dr. Kinkaid told me about you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trey said. “Shoot.” 
 
    Tony nodded. “I want to know who your Ice Cream Man is.” 
 
    Trey blinked. “I-- He's the guy who drives around my neighborhood. I know he's just a delusion, but--” Trey stopped speaking. 
 
    Tony was shaking his head, the smile wiped from his face.  
 
    “What?” Trey asked.  
 
    “That Ice Cream Man isn't who I'm talking about,” Tony said. He drummed his fingers on the metal table, and turned in his chair. “I've read your file, Trey. I know there's some information missing from it.” Tony paused, leaning forward in the chair. His breath smelled of cigarettes and coffee. “Do you?” 
 
    “I--” Trey frowned. “I don't know what you mean.” The pace of his breathing increased, but he didn't know why. 
 
    “Do you know?” Tony said again. “Do you know what's missing?” 
 
    “I--” Trey felt something crack the slightest bit in his mind. Something... “I don't know.” 
 
    Tony smiled, leaning back in his chair once again. Trey noticed the man's face was flushed as though he'd done something difficult. “There's nothing in your file describing your earliest childhood. Nothing but bullshit about it being a happy childhood.” 
 
    “It's not bullshit, it's--” 
 
    “It's bullshit.” Tony stood. His palms rested on the table, his face leaning closer to Trey's. The man's eyes were glittering, dancing with something malevolent. 
 
    Trey shuddered.  
 
    “You know it's bullshit, Trey.”  
 
    Trey leaned back in the wheelchair. “I don't want to--” He stopped speaking as he stared into Tony's manic grin. “I don't want to talk about this anymore,” he said. 
 
    Tony shook his head. “We are going to talk, Trey,” Tony said with a leer. 
 
    The image of the thing at his bedside, the thing standing over him, promising to punish him for having a child without asking permission. The thing. The Ice Cream Man. The Closet Man. It flooded his vision, saliva dripping from its canines and carrion crusted maw, razor sharp talons dangling just above its chest. 
 
    Trey put his hand to his head. “I don't want to--” 
 
    “Remember?” Tony asked. His voice was savage, on the verge of a shout. His eyes were changing color, turning green. “Remember? Good little boys remember,” Tony said in a low growl. “Good little boys tell the truth.” 
 
    The Ice Cream Man. Long nose. White stained uniform replaced by soiled jeans, soiled black boots, a red-checkered torn flannel shirt. The Closet Man. Crooked teeth in a jaw that didn't quite close. Bright green eyes leering down at him from a smiling face. 
 
    “Good little boys--” Trey muttered. “Good little boys ask permission.” Trey wept. 
 
    “Ask permission for what?” Tony's voice was still edged, but quieter. Tony's eyes returned to their brown color. When Trey didn't answer, the booming voice returned. “Good little boys ask permission for what?” 
 
    “I can't!” Trey screamed, his eyes glaring up at Tony. “I can't say--” 
 
    Tony growled, his face a mask of violence as he stepped around the table. He stood in front of Trey, leaning over him. “Ask permission!” Tony yelled at him. “Ask permission now!” 
 
    The man before him melted, the nose growing longer, hair dripping into a crew cut, brows lengthening, cheekbones narrowing. Perfect white teeth shifted, the jaw offset. Dockers and the polo shirt morphed into the dirty, filthy thing's outfit. 
 
    “ASK PERMISSION,” it growled. 
 
    “Don't hit me,” Trey sobbed. He put his hands over his head. “I didn't mean to pee in the corner!” 
 
    “You must ask permission,” the man before him said, its fist mere inches from him. “Ask permission for everything. To eat. Even to breathe, you dirty boy. Dirty little boy.” It paused, foul breath steaming into Trey's face. “Look at me, dirty little boy!” 
 
    Trey dropped his hands, staring up into the giant, leering form. 
 
    “You will ask permission, boy. You are never going to say anything.” The man slapped a fist into his palm, the sound like a belt cracking. “You will ask permission.” 
 
    “I--” Trey sobbed. “I will ask permission,” he said in a shuddering voice. 
 
    “Ask permission to save your son!” the man screamed at him. Saliva dripped from the side of the man's mouth, droplets hitting the tile floor. 
 
    Something fractured in Trey's mind. Alan. Alan's in trouble?  
 
    “My son?” he breathed.  
 
    The man before him grew a little smaller. “What have you done to Alan?”  
 
    Rage. Pure rage. The thing wasn't a thing. It was a man. The man before him had done something to Alan. Touched his boy. Hurt his boy. Savaged his boy. Trey stood from the chair. The thing had grown shorter, almost to Trey's height. 
 
    “Ask permission, boy.” 
 
    The fear rose again in his mind, but the rage tamped it down, overwhelming the icy feel with wrathful fire. “No,” Trey whispered. He took a step toward the man. “Tell me what you did to Alan.” He took another step. 
 
    The man grinned. “Ask permission, boy, and I'll tell you.” The man licked his gray lips, the stench of unwashed teeth filling Trey's nose. “Ask,” the man said and chuckled. “Ask now, or I tell you nothing.” 
 
    Trey's hate rose another notch. He spat the words, saliva flying with each syllable. “I ask permission to ask a question.” 
 
    “That's better,” the man replied, a smile exposing crooked teeth. “Ask.” 
 
    The noxious odor. The smile. The rage. Trey took another step closer, his nose nearly touching the ugly face of the man in front of him. “What have you done to my son?” 
 
    In an instant, the smile disappeared into a flat expressionless line. The man leaned forward, eyes filled with malice. “You. Tell. Me.” 
 
    The closet. The black. The unending darkness. The fetid smell of sour shit and stale urine. The feel of dirty carpet beneath a bare bottom. Hugging himself in the cold, the sting of endless tears down his face. The hurt in his throat from crying, from screaming. The fear. The pain. Alan. Alan was in the closet. 
 
    Trey screamed and swung his cast toward the man's face. The man jumped backward, but too late to completely miss the blow. The cast bounced off a shoulder blade and connected with the man's chin. 
 
    Searing pain split through Trey's mind and he crumpled to the floor. He looked up through his wavering vision, expecting to see dirty boots, soiled jeans, and that leering grin. But there were only sneakers. Dockers. And Tony Downs. 
 
    The door swung open. Two orderlies appeared in the room, followed by Dr. Kinkaid. “Trey!” she shouted as he tried to get up. “Stay down!”  
 
    The pain in his arm was a screaming hot needle. He fell to one knee and felt arms grab his waist. Trey collapsed into the chair, his good arm holding his bad one.  
 
    Tears welled up from his eyes, but he smiled through it. “I'll tell you, you fucker.”  
 
    As they wheeled him out of the room, he heard Tony's soft voice. “Nice to meet you, Trey.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Back in his room, Trey felt drained. His broken arm throbbed and he gritted his teeth against the pain. The scuffle with Tony had set his entire body into an adrenaline overdrive, but it was fading and there was little left except pain and confusion.  
 
    He wondered how soon Kinkaid would come into the room brandishing a sedative and kind words as they drugged him back into a dreamless stupor. 
 
    Tony. That fucker. He'd-- Trey stopped grinding his teeth. The man. The man with the soiled clothes, the foul breath. A man. Just a man. 
 
    “You have to ask permission,” the man had said, his fists dangling near his waist, fingers twitching. 
 
    Trey shivered. Permission. He felt something unlock in his mind. Something about Scooby-Doo. A grubby hand reaching out with a plastic lunch box, Scooby-Doo in the foreground, his tongue lolling happily from his mouth, the Mystery Machine in the background. Flashlights. Shaggy. Fred. Wilma. Daphne. The grubby hand was attached to a grubby man who smiled with all his crooked teeth. 
 
    The looming giant offered the lunchbox. Scooby-Doo. Unafraid, laughing, Trey reached for the plastic container. 
 
    The grubby man took a step backwards. “Come get it. Dontcha want it?” 
 
    Still laughing, Trey scampered forward toward it. The man was playing keep away, the same game Daddy always played with him. 
 
    Trey staggered forward from the lawn, heading toward the man. The grubby man opened the door to his car, his white car, and tossed the lunchbox inside. Trey scrambled into the car after the lunchbox, his small hands clutching it to his chest in victory. The door shut with a quiet chunk, the click of electric door locks following close behind. 
 
    The driver side door closed, the giant now inside. The grubby man turned toward him. “I have more,” he said softly. “I have more.” 
 
    Trey looked up into the man's green eyes. The man turned back to the steering wheel and started the car. Trey held the lunchbox, turning it over and over again. “It's yours,” the man said. 
 
    “Show it to Mommy?” 
 
    With a laugh, the man looked at him from the rearview mirror. “We'll show Mommy all your goodies,” the man said. “In just a little while.” The smile on the face. That face. The long nose. The parched lips. The glittering green eyes. 
 
    “Trey?” He flinched and looked up at the doorway. Kinkaid stood there, notebook in hand, a concerned expression on her face. “You here?”  
 
    Trey opened his mouth and then closed it. He realized a tear had fallen from his eye. He wiped at it and groaned a little as the movement brought the pain in his arm back. He nodded to her and waved her in with his undamaged hand.  
 
    She grabbed a chair and pulled it toward the bed. “Can you talk?” she asked.  
 
    He nodded again.  
 
    She pursed her lips. “Now you're just fucking with me,” she whispered.  
 
    A thin smile broke out on his face. “Yes and no,” he said in a soft voice.  
 
    “Thought that might make you smile.” 
 
    He nodded. “You always know how.” He said. He paused for a moment, scanning her face. “Is that asshole okay?” 
 
    “Who, Tony?” Trey nodded. She laughed. “You're not the first patient to deck him, Trey. Not at all.” She tapped her pen on the notebook. “I'll bet you won't be the last either.” 
 
    Trey shook his head. “What the fuck did he do?”  
 
    She shrugged. “You tell me. What did you see?”  
 
    “I--” Trey closed his mouth again, teeth clicking shut. For a moment 
 
    he tried to string the words together. “I saw him,” was all he managed. Kinkaid said nothing. Her pen tapping had stopped, leaving the room silent except for the occasional footstep in the hall and muffled, distant conversation. Words flashed in Trey's mind. Permission. Want. Need. Trey shivered. “I saw the grubby man.” 
 
    “Who's the grubby man?”  
 
    He stared at her. “I--” He stopped.  
 
    She nodded to him. “How old were you, Trey?”  
 
    “Four,” he said. “I think I was four.”  
 
    Four years old. Mommy was on the phone. Trey wanted to play in the front yard. Holding his bright orange Tonka truck under one arm, he swiveled the dead bolt on the door just like he'd seen Mommy and Daddy do so many times in the past. It clicked and he stepped out of the house. 
 
    The smell of the neighbor's freshly mown grass. Trey sat halfway down the lawn, his orange truck rolling over the bright green blades of grass. The sun was rising higher in the sky, the summer morning already warm and muggy. But Trey's truck didn't mind, so Trey didn't either. The sound of a car stopping in front of the curb with a soft squeal of its brakes. 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened?” Kinkaid asked. 
 
    Trey nodded. “I was playing in the front yard. The grubby man--” He paused, staring down at the table. “The grubby man tricked me into his car.” 
 
    Kinkaid opened the notebook. She grabbed the edge of a sticky note jutting out and pulled the notebook open to the page. “Can you tell me what happened?” she asked again. 
 
    The drive. The long drive. Trey played with the lunchbox. Something inside rattled as he shook it. Smiling, he asked the grubby man what it was. 
 
    “Open it and find out,” the grubby man said. 
 
    Frustration faded into glee as the plastic snaps finally gave under his tiny fingers. The lunchbox lid flipped open. Trey laughed. A Scooby-Doo sippy cup stared back at him, the dog's face screwed up in an expression of fear, a shambling mummy running behind him. He grasped the cup and shook it, listening to the liquid sloshing inside. “What's in it?” he asked the man. 
 
    “Something good,” the man said and smiled at him from the rearview mirror. 
 
    Trey laughed and swiveled off the top. He smelled it. Cherry Kool- aid. “I like Kool-aid,” Trey muttered and drank. 
 
    “Good boy,” the man said from the front seat. Trey put the cap back on the cup and turned toward the front. “But,” he said with a snarl, “you didn't ask permission, you little shit.” 
 
    Kinkaid leaned in toward him. “The man drugged you?” 
 
    “I fell asleep,” Trey whispered. Another tear sprang to the corner of his eye. “And, when I woke--” 
 
    Darkness. A thin slit of light from beneath a door. Trey was cold and his head hurt. He was naked. “Mommy?” Trey asked in the darkness. “Daddy?” Nothing. He started to cry and then heard a sound from outside the door. A sound like-- Like people talking on a radio. “Mommy!” Trey cried out again. “Mommy! Let me out!” 
 
    The voices on the radio quieted. The clomp clomp of work boots. The sound of heavy breathing. Trey's bladder let go and he cried as urine splattered on the floor. Daddy would yell at him for that. Mommy would-- 
 
    “Boy,” something growled from beyond the door, “you're not allowed to speak.” 
 
    “I want my--” Trey started to scream. 
 
    The man behind the door growled again, a sound that shocked Trey into silence. He wrapped his arms around himself, still crying. “You're not allowed to talk without my permission, boy.” Something scraped at the door, a sound like nails on a chalkboard. “Or you'll be very fucking sorry.” The heavily breathing thing on the other side of the door paused and then growled “Do you understand, you little shit?” 
 
    Trey nodded to himself, but said nothing.  
 
    A harsh chuckle from behind the door. “Good,” the man growled.  
 
    “Do you know how long you were there?” Kinkaid asked.  
 
    Trey shook his head and shivered. “I-- I don't remember.”  
 
    Kinkaid nodded. “He made you ask permission for everything.”  
 
    “Yes,” Trey whispered. “Everything.”  
 
    She nodded again. “Trey? You don't have to tell me anything you don't want to.” She tapped the pen against the notebook once more. “Do you know how you got out of there?” 
 
    The stinging tang of stale urine, sour shit, and vomit. Trey was caked in it. The dark closet had been his home for days. The growling man didn't give him food or drink. The constant darkness had broken something. Voices inside his head whispered. The voices on the radio outside whispered, too. 
 
    The grubby man. He was always in the closet with him. The grubby man with his long arms and long nose and bright, green eyes. The grubby man. The Closet Man. 
 
    Trey couldn't cry anymore, couldn't move anymore. There was nothing left. All spent. Mommy wasn't coming for him. Daddy wasn't coming for him. The grubby man had told him that, and he believed it. There was only the grubby man. The grubby man and darkness. 
 
    He didn't even hear the clomping of the boots, or the key in the lock jiggling. The closet door opened and wan light washed in. For Trey, it was like bright sunlight. It stung his eyes, but he was too exhausted to lift a hand to shield them. 
 
    The grubby man stood just outside the closet. His fists clenched and unclenched. The baseball cap on his head shielded his eyes, leaving only his long nose protruding from its shadow. The heavily breathing figure reached around to his back and brought out a hammer, its wooden handle deeply scratched and pitted. “You are a dirty boy,” he growled. 
 
    Trey closed his eyes. He wanted to sleep again. Sleep and wake up at home. Not feel this anymore. Not smell this anymore. Just-- 
 
    “Dirty, stinking little boy,” the grubby man said. The man leaned down toward him, the hammer clutched tightly in one fist. 
 
    “Please,” Trey whispered through swollen, chapped lips, “let me go home. Please, let me go home. Please--” 
 
    The man had raised the hammer, his eyes glittering with hate. Trey stared up at the man through his bruised, hurt eyes. “You,” he growled, “ask permission?” 
 
    “Please,” Trey managed to say once more. His voice was gone now, dehydration locking the words in his throat. His lips continued moving, but no sound emerged. 
 
    The man dropped the hammer to the closet floor. It splattered into a day old pile of shit. He reached down and grabbed Trey by the waist. The grubby man's breath was foul, even when compared to the stench of the closet. The man's face smiled, but his eyes didn't. 
 
    “You,” he growled, leaning in closer, nose nearly to Trey's, “will ask my permission for everything you do, you little shit.” 
 
    Trey watched as the man's nose grew longer still, fangs sliding out from the misshapen jaw. Saliva fell in ropes from the slavering thing before him. The hands grabbing him by the waist grew talons. Trey tried to scream, but there was no sound. 
 
    “Trey?” Kinkaid's voice said. “Trey?”  
 
    “How long?” he asked, his face set in a mask of fear.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “About five minutes or so.”  
 
    Trey nodded. “He became...that thing at the end. The ghoul. The grubby man turned--” He choked back a sob. “Turned,” he whispered. “Just, turned.” Trey shook his head. “But that's not what happened.” He swallowed hard and ran his good hand through his hair. “He became the Closet Man. In my mind.” 
 
    Kinkaid closed the notebook with her delicate fingers. She smiled at him. “You don't remember how you got home, do you?” 
 
    Trey shook his head. 
 
    “He let you go, Trey, because you asked permission.” She placed a hand on his arm. “He could have killed you. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I think he was going to,” Trey whispered. “I think--” Tears flowed from his eyes. “Why did he--” Trey closed his eyes and convulsed, his body shaking with all the stress and fear. 
 
    Kinkaid held his hand for a long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    The cold felt invigorating. Sitting in one of the benches beneath the hospital's overhang, the winter chill was unchecked by the sun. Trey shivered a little. He was wearing the same clothes as the night he'd been admitted. His shirt still had droplets of blood on it from where he'd smacked into the concrete. As people walked in and out of the hospital, some saw those stains and gawked. He didn't mind. His arm throbbed. The scuffle with Tony hadn't re-broken it or harmed the cast, but it had certainly hurt like hell. 
 
    Carolyn would be there relatively soon. He might have to wait another thirty minutes or so. But again, he didn't mind. The envelope they'd given him with his statement, insurance receipts, prescriptions for pain killers and Dr. Kinkaid's new drug regimen, sat beside him on the bench. Just more stuff to file. More slips of paper to take to the pharmacy. 
 
    He and Kinkaid had talked about the Closet Man, the grubby man. Trey knew they were the same, knew that one was in the past and the other in his mind. The green eyes were nothing more than illusion. 
 
    “I think I'm ready to go home now,” Trey had told Kinkaid. 
 
    She'd stared at him, unblinking for a moment. “You want to go home.” She sighed. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I'm not--” His voice broke. He cleared his throat and started again. “I need to get home. I need to see Alan and Carolyn. At home.” 
 
    Kinkaid had nodded. “Why are you in such a hurry to get home?” 
 
    “I just,” Trey whispered, “have to get home. I,” he said, motioning to the room, “don't feel right here. Need to be with my family.” 
 
    She bit her lip, the same way Carolyn always did when unsure of something. “I think you should probably stay a while longer.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Doc, I promise that if I have any other problems, I'll come right back here.” She bit her lip again and he sighed. “I promise. I may be crazy, but I keep my promises.” 
 
    “Can I call Carolyn?” Kinkaid had asked. 
 
    That was how they'd left it. Kinkaid had called Carolyn, allowed Trey to check himself out on the grounds that, psycho or no, he kept his promise. 
 
    “Hello, Trey,” a voice said from his left. Trey turned. Tony Downs smiled down at him. The man wore a leather duster that hid his long sleeve shirt. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Trey blinked. A flash of anger rose within him, but he managed to batten it down. This wasn't the man. This wasn't the grubby man. He'd only become the grubby man for a moment. 
 
    Trey cocked his head. “I'm fine. How's your, um--” Trey said rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Oh, that,” Tony laughed, “I've had much worse. Much worse.”  
 
    “I'm sorry,” Trey said.  
 
    Tony waved his hands. “No worries, Trey. It happens.” Tony gestured toward the bench. “Mind if I sit for a moment?”  
 
    “Um,” Trey stammered, “um, sure.”  
 
    “Cool,” Tony said. The man walked past him to the empty part of the bench. He blew a sigh between his teeth. “Afraid I hate hospitals. I'd much rather freeze to death than stay in there any longer than I need to.” 
 
    Trey turned to him. “Um, then why are you still here?” 
 
    “Because,” Tony grinned without looking at him, “I was hoping to have a moment of your time.” 
 
    Trey blinked. “Um, okay. But shouldn't you have done that--” 
 
    Tony turned toward him. Tony's deep, brown eyes had no pupils; they had become a sea of color. Trey felt for a moment like he was drowning in them. The concern he'd felt at this man being so close to him evaporated, as did the thoughts of the grubby man. 
 
    “I wanted to speak to you alone, Trey.” 
 
    Time seemed to slow, or maybe it was just that his calm, the old calm, was back. As long as he'd been taking meds, the world around him had moved fast. But this was more like what he remembered as a child-- lazy, time to think. “Okay,” Trey said. 
 
    “Good,” Tony said. He shifted his weight on the bench, turning more to face Trey. “I want you to understand something, Trey.” Tony leaned in just the slightest bit. The scent of coffee and cigarettes filled Trey's nostrils as Tony spoke. “The drugs are never going to cure you. The drugs are never going to remove memory. The drugs and therapy are never going to heal you.” Tony leaned closer still, his eyes growing large. “You have to face your fears, Trey. And your past.” 
 
    Trey felt something click inside his mind and suddenly the world started moving in that rapid-fire manner again. Tony was no longer leaning toward him, but facing outward back toward the circle. 
 
    “They say it's going to get really cold tonight,” Tony said with a shiver. “Well,” Tony said as he removed a pack of cigarettes from his duster pocket, “I guess I've had enough fresh air.” He stood, turning toward Trey. Tony slipped something from the pack of cigarettes and handed it to Trey. “Here's my card, Mr. Leger. Please call me if you need to talk about--” He paused as Trey took the card. “About today.” Tony popped open the pack and lifted out a cigarette. He placed it between his index and middle finger, holding it by the filter. “Nice to have met you, Mr. Leger,” Tony said. He tipped an imaginary hat and walked away toward the parking lot. 
 
    Still holding the card in his hand, Trey watched as Tony crossed the circle. “What the fuck--” Trey mumbled aloud. He stared at the card. “Tony Downs,” Trey said aloud. The face of the grubby man flitted into his mind. He felt cold all over, bone-chilling cold. He opened the envelope and placed the card inside. 
 
    As Kinkaid had been signing Trey's release papers, Trey had asked her who Tony Downs was. 
 
    She'd looked up at him, a smile on her face. “He's a friend of mine.”  
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” Trey said, “but what does he do?”  
 
    She shrugged. “He's a psychologist. Forensic. He consults for the police department, teaches classes, writes strange papers.” She chuckled. “He's just a guy.” 
 
    Trey had nodded. “How did he know--” 
 
    “He just does, Trey,” Kinkaid said, her eyes glancing back down at the papers. Her pen scratched at it, ticking boxes and writing initials. “What he does is nothing more than a parlor trick, really.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kinkaid tapped her pen against the table. “You told him where to go, Trey. He asked you questions and guessed. When he was wrong, you put him on the right path.” 
 
    Trey frowned. “He was never wrong, Doc.”  
 
    She shrugged again. “It's nothing, Trey. Do you feel better?”  
 
    He thought for a moment. “Yeah, I guess I do.” She smiled at him. 
 
    “But, I, I don't know what to do now.”  
 
    Kinkaid nodded, her smile fading a bit. “Yeah, you do, Trey. You live. You cope. You deal.” She finished signing the paper work, shuffled the papers into one neat stack, and put the pen back in her valise. “And, of course, you keep coming to see me.” 
 
    “Of course,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Starting next week, I want you in my office every Tuesday. I'll get Vivian to set it up. But I want to make sure you're doing okay.” She turned from the papers, locking eyes with him. “Are you really sure you're ready to go home?” 
 
    He'd smiled at her. “Yes, I'm ready.” That was more than an hour earlier. “Doing okay,” he mumbled. 
 
    As Carolyn pulled into the circle, the conversations and worries evaporated. Her smile was all he needed to see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Jimmy wasn't at recess. His three friends didn't bother Alan. Alan was smart enough to know the two were connected. Without their large leader, they were just like the other children they regularly terrorized.  
 
    When the school day ended, Alan stepped out into the brisk air. The winter sky was bright, clear, and warm enough to make a jacket unnecessary. Alan walked with a measured pace as the other children flooded past him and into the schoolyard. Most were headed toward the copse of trees. He stopped for a moment, watching his classmates run with reckless abandon, backpacks slapping against their shoulders, to be first in the queue. 
 
    The ice cream man was there, of course. The van's side door was already open. From this far away, he was just a cream colored figure, the hat slung low over his face. 
 
    The first kids made it to the van. For a moment, nothing happened. Then there was the sound of children shouting orders, their voices a disjointed shout. Alan heard a laugh that set his teeth on edge. The ice cream man. 
 
    Why was Daddy so afraid of the Ice Cream Man? “Why am I?” he mumbled aloud. 
 
    In reflex, Alan looked toward the parking lot, expecting to see his father standing there with that bright smile on his face, the one he always had when he saw his son. 
 
    No Daddy. Not today. Alan looked back toward the tight knit pines. Was it the Ice Cream Man whispering to him at night? Alan shivered. He had to know. He started walking. 
 
    With each step, the words became more clear. “Icy Pop” “Zots” “--Sandwich!” “--Taffy!” Names of different treats shouted at the vendor who deftly kept up with each request, palming money, making change, and handing out each desired item like an automaton. 
 
    As Alan approached, small groups of children brushed past him, opening their candy or already enjoying their treats. The crowd was thinning. Five minutes had passed and Alan wasn't sure just how many of his classmates had already been served. 
 
    No more than ten feet away from the van, Alan peered at the Ice Cream Man. The long sleeves of his uniform covered his arms. Skin-tight gloves, the exact same color as his suit, covered his hands. The man's neck, chin, his smile, and long nose were the only features visible. Alan stared at the man. The smile was wide and inviting, yet it could have been a dog's face set in a snarl. 
 
    The Ice Cream Man's falsetto voice brimmed with exuberance as he repeated back the orders. He reached down, his fingers gingerly sliding dollar bills from hands. “Oh, that's too much,” he told one of the children, handing back an errant dollar and some change. 
 
    Alan couldn't help but smile at the man. It was just a man after all. Just a man making a living. One who liked kids. 
 
    “Then why am I so afraid of him?” Alan wondered. 
 
    He watched the crowd until there were only a few kids left. The Ice Cream Man looked at him as he counted out some more change. The smile grew wider. He nodded to Alan. Confused, Alan took another step forward. The Ice Cream Man knew him? 
 
    The last child at the counter received his treat and walked past Alan. Alan stared up at the Ice Cream Man. The man leaned over, his hands on the counter. His smile dropped a bit. “Hey, kid. You, um, Trey Legett's son?” 
 
    A shiver ran up his spine. That falsetto voice saying his father's name jarred him. “Leger, sir” Alan corrected. 
 
    “Ah,” the man nodded, “yeah, Leger. I remember now.” The man blinked at Alan and then looked around the playground as if to see if any more customers were coming. “Um, how's your Dad?” 
 
    Alan shrugged. “Okay, I guess. He broke his arm, sir.” 
 
    The Ice Cream Man laughed. “You can call me Reggie, son.” The man leaned forward, offering his hand. 
 
    “Reggie,” Alan repeated back. He grabbed the offered hand and squeezed, just as his father had taught him. “Nice to meet you, Reggie.” The man's hands felt thin and bony beneath the gloves. 
 
    “Likewise,” the man said. They shook. Alan let go and the man laughed. “Quite a grip you got there, partner. Your Dad teach you that?” 
 
    Alan nodded. “Told me it's how men greet one another.” 
 
    Reggie laughed again. It was an infectious belly laugh and Alan couldn't help but smile. He didn't want to like this man. He didn't want to. “Your Dad's right,” the man said. Reggie paused, his eyes staring into Alan's. “So,” Reggie's voice dropped in tone, “what can I get you?” 
 
    Alan blushed. “Oh, I don't want anything, Reggie.” Reggie's smile dimmed. “I just wanted to meet you. Thank you for helping my Dad.” 
 
    The man nodded. “You're a good kid,” Reggie said, his voice dropping again, the tone now barely recognizable. Alan shivered. “Time for me to pack up.” Reggie held one hand beneath the overhang as he punched a button with the other. Alan heard a click and saw the door shudder. “Nice to meet you, Alan Leger,” Reggie said. 
 
    Reggie's face was covered in shadow now, but his eyes still gleamed. “Tell your Dad,” the shadow said, “I said get well soon.” Even in the shadow, the man's grin was still visible. 
 
    Alan's mouth opened as he watched the grin elongate, the corners turning up impossibly high. The overhang clicked as it slid closed. 
 
    Alan stepped back from the curb, his skin freezing despite the warm sunlight. The van shuddered. Alan saw movement behind the driver's side window. He watched as the van pulled away leaving him alone by the curb. The van's music started as soon as it turned the corner. 
 
    The Ice Cream Man. Alan shivered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    The sidewalk path followed in the Ice Cream Van's wake. He had thought about taking the back way home, but as loud as the music was, he'd have heard it no matter which direction he went. Besides, the normal route would be fastest and if Jimmy Keel was waiting for him, there would be other people around to stop a fight. 
 
    As he rounded the corner and headed down the sidewalk, he saw the van in the distance, a few kids beside it. As he approached, the side door closed back down and the truck moved on another block or two until adults or children stopped it again. The cycle repeated itself. Alan never got closer than a block away before the van began moving again. 
 
    As the road wound and snaked, the bells became more and more distant and he completely lost sight of the van. The roiling in his stomach quieted. The Ice Cream Man hadn't really been what he expected. Until the end. 
 
    Alan shivered. The voice had dropped. The grin had changed. The man had become... He didn't have a word for it. 
 
    “Is that what Daddy saw?” he wondered. Alan continued putting one foot in front of the other. This part of the road was lined with pine trees snaking toward the sky, their needles bright green with the recent winter rain. As he walked, he heard the shuffling of something in the trees. Squirrels. Possum, maybe. Or perhaps a stray dog. The feeling of being watched made him walk a little faster. 
 
    The road finally began to straighten again and around the bend, he saw the back of the Ice Cream Van. The vehicle was parked on the shoulder, hazard lights on. Alan halted. The tingling in his spine was electric. The birds chirping in the trees stopped. Alan let loose a long breath. He turned and saw only the empty road behind him. 
 
    Alan looked both ways and then ran to the other side of the road, as far from the ice cream van as he could get. As he made it to the other side, he heard the sound of a car behind him. He looked and watched a blue sedan drive past. A dark haired teenager behind the wheel was singing to a song Alan couldn't hear. The sedan disappeared up the road and around the next bend. 
 
    Alan let out another long breath. “Being stupid,” he thought. 
 
    Something rustled on the other side of the road. Alan turned his head. Behind the white van, something was moving through the thick pines. Alan took a step backwards and the movement stopped. He squinted, trying to make out exactly what it was. White. No, cream-colored. He took a step forwards and it matched him. Alan's heart beat rose in his chest like a thrash drum beat, loud enough to block out any other sound. Alan ran. 
 
    He could hear it running through the brush, crunching dead leaves, snapping through dead falls, and breaking branches to keep up the pursuit. His pack smashed into his middle back again and again, flapping in time to his pounding heart. Alan was afraid to look across the road, afraid he'd see his pursuer break through the tree line and fly toward him. 
 
    Alan was barely aware he was nearing the end of the road's dead space. A car honked as its brakes squealed. Alan was halfway through the intersection, stumbling to a stop. He skidded on his Nike's and fell to the concrete, rolling in front of the car. He ended up facing the sky, the car's engine growling in his ears. 
 
    “Hey, kid! You okay?” a woman's voice said from above him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alan muttered, rolling over on his chest. He tried to lift himself from the road on lacerated and bleeding hands. Arms snaked beneath his own. A slight moan of effort from the person behind him and he was on his feet. “Thanks,” Alan said. 
 
    “Jesus, kid,” the woman said as he turned around, “you need to be more careful.” Alan stared up into her kind, pale face. “What the hell were you running from?” 
 
    He turned to look back from where he'd come. 
 
    The Ice Cream Van's music had started up again. Loud. Coming closer. 
 
    He looked back at the woman. “Nothing,” Alan said. “Just got spooked,” he said. 
 
    “Where do you live?” she asked. Alan pointed down the T. She nodded. “You want a ride?” 
 
    The Ice Cream Van's engine downshifted as it passed the T. Through the dark, tinted window, Alan could just make out the driver's silhouette, eyes forward, head straight. 
 
    Alan shivered. “I can walk,” he said.  
 
    “God I hate those bells,” the woman said from behind him.  
 
    Alan nodded. “So do I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    As Trey slid into the car, Carolyn smiled at him. “Kinkaid said you're sane,” she said as he closed the door. Trey turned to her, leaned in, and kissed her. “ 
 
    No, she didn't,” Trey grinned. “She just told you I was ready to come home.”  
 
    Carolyn sighed. “Are you?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. He turned and looked out the windshield. “Are you ready to take me home?”  
 
    She reached out and patted his shoulder. “Yes, Trey, I am.”  
 
    Trey turned back to her. “Let's go, baby.”  
 
    Carolyn put the car in drive and headed out from beneath the hospital awning. “Before you ask,” she said as she wheeled the car through the turn, “Alan's doing fine.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Okay. Glad to hear that.” He tapped his fingers on the console “Question is, are you okay?” 
 
    She smiled. “Will be. Missed my man,” she said, placing her right hand on his knee. 
 
    “He missed you too.” 
 
    The two drove in silence as they headed out on the freeway. Carolyn skirted through the traffic, heading for the toll road. “The Ice Cream Man came by the house.” 
 
    Trey turned to her, a frantic look in his eyes. “What?” 
 
    She nodded. “He came by to see how you were doing.”  
 
    “Jesus, he didn't come into the house, did he?”  
 
    “Hell no. Dick and I met him outside.” The car merged onto the relatively clear toll road. Carolyn accelerated to 70 mph. She glanced at Trey. “Kind of spooked me, though.” 
 
    Trey sighed. “What did he say?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just... He was sorry he didn't stick around after I came to pick you up.” She forced a giggle. “Said you spooked him.” 
 
    Trey said nothing. An uncomfortable, palpable silence filled the car.  
 
    “I don't like him.”  
 
    Trey nodded. “What did he call himself?”  
 
    “Reggie,” she said in a flat tone. 
 
    “Hmph,” Trey said, but a smile appeared on his face. “Reggie. Christ.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Has Alan met him?” Trey asked, a quiver in his voice.  
 
    “No,” Carolyn said, glancing at him. “I don't think so. He hasn't said anything at least.”  
 
    Trey nodded. “Good.” He glanced at the clock in the dash. “Alan will be out of school now.”  
 
    “He's fine.” 
 
    “I know,” Trey said. He leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes. She glanced at him again. He was already asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet. His heart rate had finally managed to leave the race track and settle into its slow, steady rhythm. Even the walk across the T intersection to his house had been heart palpitatingly brutal.  
 
    The Ice Cream Man. The ice cream van. The woman in her car. Too much. Just too much.  
 
    Alan sat on the couch, his scratched and ripped backpack on the floor beside him. His trip to the concrete had worn a hole in his sweatshirt as well as one through his jeans. Mommy was going to ask questions. Alan looked at the bandage on his arm. The wound wasn't all that bad. Just friction burn, what Daddy called road rash. Small price to pay to get away from the thing in the woods. 
 
    Alan surveyed the darkened living room. The white blur of a figure moving through the deadfalls, breaking branches, matching him stride for stride. 
 
    It had to be the Ice Cream Man. 
 
    The memory of the word “YUMMY” glaring from the back of the parked truck in those bright, happy, crimson letters. Alan shuddered. Daddy had seen something when he looked at the ice cream man. Something strange. Now Alan had seen something too. 
 
    A car rumbled outside. He cocked an ear and furrowed his brow. Mommy was home. Why was she home this early? Alan stood from the couch and walked toward the kitchen. He heard the garage door closing and smiled. The laundry room door opened. “Mommy, you're--” He froze and then smiled. “Daddy?” 
 
    Daddy stood in the kitchen, the corners of his lips rising upwards. Alan ran to his father, hugging him around the waist. “Here, champ,” Daddy whispered. 
 
    “You're back?” His father nodded. “You're not going away again?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” his father said. Daddy stared down at the boy. “You okay? Did you have an accident?” 
 
    “Fell down.” 
 
    “Hey, you're blocking the road, guys,” Mommy said from behind them. Alan peeked around Daddy's waist and saw Mommy, one hand clutching her valise, the other holding a fat manilla envelope. 
 
    “Okay, Mommy,” Alan giggled. 
 
    He let go his father's waist and walked to the breakfast table. Daddy followed him, sitting down in one of the black wooden chairs. Alan cocked his head, his own smile disappearing. 
 
    “You okay, Daddy?” 
 
    Daddy looked up at him from the table. His face was a little pale and his eyes were scrunched. “Arm hurts, kiddo.” Daddy nodded to him and smiled. “But I'm glad to be home.” He pointed his index finger at Alan's arm. “Must have been a bad fall.” 
 
    Alan bit his lower lip.  
 
    “Want to talk about it?”  
 
    “I'm going upstairs to change clothes,” Mommy called as she made 
 
    her way into the living room.  
 
    Daddy's eyes continued staring into Alan's. “Can you talk about it, Alan?”  
 
    Alan sat down in the chair opposite his father. “I don't know what happened.” 
 
    “Okay, can you tell me what you think happened?” 
 
    The Ice Cream Man chased me, Daddy. It was what he wanted to say, but-- “I got spooked and I ran,” Alan said, “and I fell.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Daddy's good hand reached across the table and grasped Alan's. “What scared you, son?” 
 
    Alan said nothing. 
 
    Daddy face was gentle and reassuring. “We have to make a deal, boy.” Daddy cleared his throat, his eyes dropping back down to the table. “You know about the Closet Man.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan whispered. 
 
    “The Closet Man's not real, Alan. Never was.” He raised his eyes back to Alan's. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Alan nodded. 
 
    “But I saw him anyway. It's something the mind does. It scares me, but it can't hurt me, right?” Alan opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it. “Hey,” Daddy said, “we have to make a deal, kiddo. You tell me everything, and I tell you everything.” 
 
    “No matter how crazy it sounds?” Alan asked. 
 
    “No matter how crazy it sounds. I,” Daddy laughed, “am the master of crazy.” He stuck his tongue out and crossed his eyes. 
 
    Alan smiled in spite of himself. His father leaned back in his chair, his lips a flat, expressionless line. “Okay, Daddy.” Alan took a deep breath. “I met the Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    Daddy's brows furrowed. “You met him?”  
 
    “Yes,” Alan whispered.  
 
    Daddy leaned forward a little, placing his good hand on the table. “What happened?” 
 
    Alan shrugged. “I don't like him, Daddy. Something's wrong about him.” Daddy said nothing. “He--” Alan swallowed hard. “He changed somehow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Daddy asked.  
 
    “His face, his voice. He stopped looking...friendly.”  
 
    “What did you see?” Daddy asked, his face growing stern.  
 
    “I don't know,” Alan said. He tried to find the words, but they wouldn't come. The face growing longer, the nose jutting forward, and the teeth. The teeth. “He just changed.” 
 
    Daddy leaned all the way forward in his chair, his face filled with excitement. “What about the eyes?” he asked in a rush of air. 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Mommy asked from the kitchen entrance. 
 
    “Nothing much,” Daddy said without breaking Alan's stare. “Nothing we can't finish talking about later. Right, kiddo?” He nodded at Alan. Alan nodded back to him. Daddy grabbed Alan's hand and squeezed. 
 
    “Yeah, Mommy,” Alan said to his mother.  
 
    “Okay,” Mommy said.  
 
    “I'm going for a smoke,” Daddy said. He stood up from the table, slid open the glass door and walked out into the sunroom.  
 
    Alan watched him go. He felt better, but something in the way his father had reacted when he told him about the Ice Cream Man brought goose pimples to his skin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    The sun had dropped very low in the sky, threatening to disappear altogether. Trey stared up at the thin, herring-bone cirrus clouds, one hand on the wooden deck rail. The backyard was where he loved to come when he needed to think. The massive deck. The inviting furniture shaded by large oak and gum tree branches. But not this time of year. The leaves had long been shed and it would be at least another month before the trees began sprouting new ones. 
 
    “Trey?” Carolyn's voice called from the backdoor.  
 
    “Yes?” he said without turning around.  
 
    “Alan and I are going to get us something for dinner. You want to come?”  
 
    Trey thought for a moment and finally turned to her. “No,” he said. “I'm going to enjoy the last of the sun. You know where you guys are going?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Hell no. We'll figure it out at the last second like we always do.” 
 
    He laughed. “Okay, fine. You know what I like.” 
 
    She walked from the backdoor to him, her nose close to his. “Yes, baby, I do.” She kissed him quickly on the lips and then turned to walk back. 
 
    He grabbed her with his free hand, drew her close and kissed her hard. When he was done, he drew back. 
 
    She was flushed. “And that'll get you everywhere later,” she whispered. 
 
    As she walked away, she turned to smile at him over her shoulder. The gesture made everything seem so normal, as though he hadn't spent the last couple of days in the nut-hatch. 
 
    Trey sighed and turned back to watch the sun. It was completely below the houses, nothing left but a fading glow. 
 
    “He changed,” Alan had said. 
 
    The boy hadn't been able to explain it in any detail, but he had been close to saying something important. Trey was sure of it. 
 
    Bells. Distant. Trey swung his head toward the sound. It was getting closer, louder. Trey stepped toward the house and then stopped. The grubby man's lined, wrinkled, and angry face jumped into his mind. He shook it aside, clenching a fist. 
 
    “Not, now,” he whispered. 
 
    The image left him, the world snapping back into reality. Heart thrashing in his chest, he went into the house and headed to the front door. 
 
    He peered through the tempered and warped glass. The world beyond seemed jagged and out of focus. The bells grew louder. Trey reached for the door knob and stopped. 
 
    “The Ice Cream Man. Traveling the blocks again? This late?” His skin tingled with electricity, heart still slam-dancing away. 
 
    “If you go out there,” a voice inside said, “you're going to panic again.” Trey's fingers began to loosen from the metal knob. “You're going to pass out in another fit. Or worse.” 
 
    “Face. Your. Fears,” Tony Downs' voice said in his mind. 
 
    Before Trey could stop himself, his fingers swiveled the knob and the door creaked open. That inside voice, the child within, screamed in fear. Trey stepped through the open door, closing it behind him. The bells were deafening. Across the street, Dick was already on his front porch, glaring at the oncoming van. Trey continued walking down the front deck and onto the driveway. He didn't bother looking up the street. Instead, he focused on Dick, watching as the man turned to follow the van's approach. 
 
    The bells. Trey closed his eyes for a second, and then opened them. In his peripheral vision, the cream-colored van came into view. Trey felt blood pounding in his ears, his electrified skin, and the buzz of fear. But he stood his ground. 
 
    The van was in full view. Ice Cream Treats. Sandwiches. Yummy! Trey smiled. The blood red words and images of children being tortured were gone. He blew out a long hiss through his teeth and watched the van head to the cul-de-sac. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing, nothing,” he thought. 
 
    The van rounded the cul-de-sac, the bells blasting loud enough to hurt his ears. But he didn't care. The van. It was nothing more than an ice cream van. Plain and simple. Trey watched as it passed him again. The passenger side window was dark. Trey's smile faded. Glowing yellow eyes stared at him from the van's cab. He felt dizzy, but managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    “Hey!” Dick's voice said above the din. Trey turned his eyes to the front of the driveway. The big man strode toward him, a warm smile on his face. “You're back!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said, extending his hand. Dick's grin was infectious. “They let the cuckoo out of the nest.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Dick said. His smile faded a little as he pointed to Trey's arm. “How's the arm?” 
 
    Trey looked down at it. The pain from hitting Tony had subsided quite a bit, but it still ached. “Doing okay, I guess.” He raised his eyes to Dick's and smirked. “You just want to know if I can still play disc golf, don't you?” 
 
    Dick laughed. “That obvious?” 
 
    “Hell, yes.” Trey put his good arm on Dick's broad shoulder. “And this time I'll have an excuse for sucking.” 
 
    “No you won't,” Dick said. “Not like it's your throwing arm.” He turned toward the sound of the ice cream van's bells. The van had moved off the T and was heading deeper into the neighborhood. “Fucking. Hate. That. Thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey agreed. 
 
    Without turning, Dick asked “You feel okay? You looked a little wobbly.” 
 
    Trey shrugged. “No, I'm all right. I just--” Trey dropped his eyes. “I just need time.” 
 
    Dick nodded and turned back to Trey. The smile on his face had returned. “All you need, bro. I'm here, okay?” 
 
    One corner of Trey's lips raised in a smirk. “Yeah, you fat fuck. You're always there.” 
 
    “Ha,” Dick said. “Juvenile. Very, very puerile.” His grin grew wider. “I'm proud of you. Never thought you'd descend to my level.” 
 
    “Well,” Trey chuckled, “was bound to happen sooner or later.” 
 
    The sun's glow had finally disappeared from the sky leaving the street shrouded in deep shadow. Headlights broke through the gloom. 
 
    “Guess dinner's here,” Trey said as Carolyn's car pulled into the driveway. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said. He clapped Trey on the shoulder. “Let me know about disc golf.” 
 
    He walked back down the driveway, saluting Carolyn as she pulled the car into the garage. Trey watched him go, the smile still on his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    The morning walk to school, the return to routine, was somewhat cathartic. He'd managed to keep from passing out after seeing the Ice Cream Man the previous night, but he'd still seen something that wasn't there. When Carolyn and Alan came home with a bucket of fried chicken and all the fixings, Trey had put it out of his mind. 
 
    He'd listened with interest, catching up on Alan's days at school and Carolyn's stories about her pain in the ass client, or “The Jackass” as she referred to him. 
 
    Alan had laughed at that. When the boy started braying like a donkey at dinner, Trey had nearly spat a piece of chicken across the dining room table. 
 
    Even Carolyn had been laughing when she told Alan to stop it, all three of them giggling at the dinner table like nothing had happened the last few days. None of them mentioned his time away and Trey had been glad of it. 
 
    That night, he'd dreamed of the grubby man. But he hadn't screamed. He'd been back in the dank, pitch black, shit smelling closet, his hands rummaging through turds and puddles of piss to find anything with which he might cover himself. 
 
    Trey had awakened with a start, but was surprised to find he wasn't sweating or screaming. Instead, he felt drained. 
 
    In the bedroom's darkness, the monotonous sound of the heater broken only by Carolyn's soft snores, Trey flexed his fingers, playing the chromatic scale. 
 
    The grubby man had let him go. The grubby man had gotten what he wanted-- complete submission. 
 
    Trey wondered what had caused the man to fracture into that beast. Parental? Something later in life than childhood? 
 
    Trey knew if he saw the man, he'd remember to ask him before he killed him with his bare hands. 
 
    “That could have been Alan,” he thought, “instead of me. 
 
    Fast forward all these years, and that sonofabitch could still be out there, another child trapped in a closet, sitting in its own feces, hungry, terrified, and cowering in the darkness. Another child. 
 
    He had shivered then, rolled onto his side, and pressed his naked body against Carolyn's. Within moments, he was on the verge of drifting off. 
 
    Tony Downs' voice spoke in his mind: “Face. Your. Fears.” 
 
    As he closed his eyes and headed toward deep, dreamless sleep, he'd smiled. 
 
    It was the best sleep he'd had in a long time. He was almost late in getting Alan up for school and out the door. The two of them walked fast through the dark, brisk morning to the school. 
 
    Alan was bundled up against the morning chill, but Trey's teeth chattered as the air bit through his light jacket. 
 
    There were more parents that morning than he had seen in quite a while. He meant to ask Alan what was going on, but figured he just hadn't gotten Alan to school this late in a long time. 
 
    Rather than walking back the same old way, and to warm up from the chill wind, Trey wound around the school toward the wood-lined path that snaked through the neighborhood. The subdivision, a little more forward-thinking than most, had actually left most of the forest intact around it, as well as through it. 
 
    People could walk for miles around the perimeter of the subdivision, hidden by tall pines and oaks. Although they kept the edges and the path itself neat and tidy, the rest of the green belt was unmaintained and as wild as they could keep it. It was one of the reasons he and Carolyn had moved there. 
 
    Although the oaks had long since shed their leaves to the forest floor, the pine tree branches still obscured the path; it was difficult to see through the tangle of green and brown to the road just beyond. Hearing the cars, however, was easy enough. Sometimes, late at night, he'd walked the path in the dark, marveling at the silence and stillness of the forest when no cars prowled the streets. 
 
    But at that time of the morning, the road was filled with commuters heading to work. The hum and growl of engines made the forest buzz. Trey wanted to take a deep breath of morning air, but knew it would taste like the end of a tailpipe. He had to wait until the path deviated further away from the road. 
 
    Eyes. Were those really eyes he kept seeing in the ice cream van? Yellow? Crimson flames within them? 
 
    Trey stopped in the middle of the path and closed his eyes. He calmed himself, willing his heart to slow, breathing deep despite the horrid tang of the car exhaust. 
 
    Eyes. The eyes. 
 
    He pictured the Grubby Man. His eyes had stared down from behind a long nose, wrinkled in one place and slightly off center. It had been broken before. The eyes had been wild and crazed, but they were green. Normal. 
 
    The Closet Man, was not a boogeyman, nor was the fucker in the ice cream van. 
 
    Trey shivered again as the wind rushed through the path, the bare branches clacking together like skeletal applause. He opened his eyes, staring down the concrete path. 
 
    Eyes. Bright yellow eyes with crimson--  
 
    “What the fuck is it about the eyes?”  
 
    He continued walking. Up ahead, the path hit a T intersection. The neighborhood was filled with the damned things. He'd have to cross the street before continuing down the trail. 
 
    A rather stout woman stood at the curb ahead, fiddling with something on the stop sign. Trey slowed. She was dressed in very heavy clothes and shivered despite them. Stray strands of blond hair darted out from beneath a blue, woolen cap. 
 
    A pile of poster-board squares sat at her feet, gently lifting and collapsing in the wind. He stopped, watching as she picked up two of the squares and stapled them together below the red octagon. 
 
    “Good morning,” Trey said, still some feet away from her. She turned toward him with a start. Her eyes were red as though she'd been crying. From the streaked make-up that looked at least a day old, he thought that was a pretty good guess. He raised his hands. “Sorry, ma'am. Didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    She nodded. “Have you seen my son?” she asked, picking up one of the poster-board squares and handing it to him. 
 
    Trey looked at it and frowned. The sign had a black and white picture of a large boy wearing an angelic grin. Below the picture were his age, one year older than Alan, his height, 3 inches taller than Alan, and his weight, at least 30 pounds heavier than Alan. 
 
    Trey stared at the picture. “I think I may have seen him at the school.” 
 
    Her face brightened, the weariness disappearing in a look of desperate hope. “When did you see him? Today? Yesterday?” 
 
    Trey paused. Fuck. Should have thought about that before I said it. The poster-board in front of him said the kid, James Keel, had been missing since Wednesday evening. He shook his head. 
 
    “I'm sorry. I meant I think I've seen him in the past. When I pick up my son.” 
 
    Her face fell. With a slow nod, the look of despair returning, she cast her eyes downward. “Yeah, okay,” she said. “Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    Unsure what to say, Trey nodded back to her.  
 
    “Will you keep an eye out for him?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. An uncomfortable silence fell between the two of them. “Um, when did he go missing?”  
 
    She looked at the poster-board, and then looked back up at him. “Just like the sign says.”  
 
    It was difficult, but he somehow managed not to roll his eyes. “I mean when exactly. Was he at school?”  
 
    The woman nodded. “He was at school all that day. And then--” She swallowed hard and wiped a tear from her cheek. “He never came home.” She raised an eyebrow at Trey. “Do you walk your boy to school?” 
 
    He nodded. “To and from, nearly every day.”  
 
    “Were you there that day?”  
 
    He opened his mouth and then closed it. No, lady, he thought, I was in the booby hatch getting my shit together. “No. I was, um, on business for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said in a whisper. “Just wondered.” 
 
    “I'll talk to my son, though,” he said. “I mean someone must have seen something.” 
 
    She nodded. “The principal's going to talk to the kids today, ask them if they know anything.” 
 
    “Good,” Trey said. “Look, I'm sure we'll find him, Mrs. Keel.”  
 
    “Helen,” she said. 
 
    “Helen. I'm Trey Leger,” he said, offering his hand. She shook, but still didn't meet his eyes. “Helen,” he said, waiting until her eyes met his. “We'll find him.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “I have to post more signs.”  
 
    “Do you need help?” he asked.  
 
    She shook her head. “No. This keeps me busy.” She wiped another tear away with her chapped fingers. “I want to be home, waiting for his call, but I know I'll go crazy there.” 
 
    “You forwarded it to your cell?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah. If he calls, I'll get it.”  
 
    The silence between them stretched out. Trey wanted to hug the woman, tell her it would be okay.  
 
    “I have to get back to work now,” she said. She reached down, picking up the remaining poster-board squares. “Nice to meet you, Trey.” She walked down the road's sidewalk, heading toward the neighbor- hood entrance. 
 
    Trey watched her go, wondering just how many street lamps and stop signs she'd already visited that morning. 
 
    He picked up his feet and continued down the path. Did his parents go through something similar when the Grubby Man had kidnapped him? Did they cover the neighborhood with posters? He couldn't remember. With both of them dead now, he'd never know what happened. 
 
    He crossed the street and headed deeper into the forest area. The wind still managed to bite him through the heavy growth, but he'd stopped shivering. Another twenty minutes and he'd be home. He hoped James Keel would be home soon too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    The morning led to afternoon. According to the thermometer hanging from the pine nearest the house, the temperature was 52 degrees. 
 
    Trey sighed. The damned thing always lied. It was in the shade all year round so it never managed to be accurate during daytime. The bright sun had been unfettered all day, free to cast its rays upon the world. 
 
    Remembering just how cold he'd been that morning, Trey bundled himself in a fleece and shrugged into his leather jacket. Once he started walking, he was sure it would get too warm. 
 
    He stretched his back. He'd spent the day in his chair pouring through dozens and dozens of emails. Responding back to his client regarding a work stoppage was always tricky. Also, the folks in Bangalore were pissed he hadn't explained why he'd dumped their code. It never ended. 
 
    Another file of code cleaned up. Another round of passed tests. Getting back into the routine was good, but every time he stopped running the code through his head, Helen Keel popped into his mind. 
 
    James. That baby-fat, angelic face staring back at him from white paper. Was Helen done posting all those signs in the neighborhood? Had she moved on to other neighborhoods? 
 
    He walked out the door and into the sunlight. As soon as he started walking down the road and toward the school, he knew he'd been right about dressing too warmly. He sighed to himself, putting one foot in front of the other. A few cars passed him on the road, stay-at-home Moms and Dads heading to pick up their kids. He didn't understand why more of them didn't just walk. 
 
    The school became visible through the trees. Trey looked toward the far end. The ice cream van, its bells silent and panel door closed, was parked just beyond the trees. In a few minutes, it would open and the Ice Cream Man would wait for the children to come streaming out of the school. 
 
    Although Trey had a difficult time imagining anyone buying ice cream on a day like today, there was always the candy. 
 
    He walked up through the parking lot. Cars lined the street at the side of the school, crowding the turnabout beneath the awning, engines running. There were no other adults standing at the curb near the playground. Trey frowned. Had he missed something? Or... 
 
    Trey nodded to himself. As he had walked to the school, every stop sign, yield sign, and “Slow Children At Play” sign had been plastered with the Keel poster. The Boogeyman was among them. Everyone was certain of it. Kids would walk in large groups, be forbidden from playing outside without adult supervision. They would be carted everywhere when possible. 
 
    He turned to look at the ice cream van. He saw nothing behind the tinted driver side window. But that wasn't surprising. The Grubby Man would-- Trey shook his head. “He's not the Grubby Man,” Trey whispered. “He's not.” 
 
    The school buzzer sounded, the insect-like drone drowning out the low collective rumble of idling engines. Trey watched the van's side panel rise. The Ice Cream Man locked the hinges into place. As before, the shadowy darkness of the van's interior made the man appear spectral. 
 
    “Not,” he told himself, “the grubby man.” 
 
    He heard the sound of swinging doors and the sudden cacophony of conversation. 
 
    “And here come the kids,” he said aloud. The smile on his face felt awkward. The children weren't running. They weren't streaming toward the ice cream van the way they did last time he was there. 
 
    His brow furrowed. 
 
    Through the crowd of children, he spied Alan. While the rest of the kids walked fast, either toward the parking lot to meet their parents or toward the playground, Alan walked with a slow, deliberate pace. Trey smiled. His son looked less than happy, but at least he was there, safe and sound. “Hey, kiddo,” Trey said as Alan approached. “How was your day?” 
 
    Alan's lips curved up just the slightest bit. “Hi, Daddy.” He stopped in front of his father, holding his pack by one strap. “It was okay, I guess.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Then why so glum?” 
 
    Dropping his pack to the ground, Alan rummaged and brought out a slip of paper. He handed it to his father, holding it between thumb and forefinger. Alan looked as though the paper might bite him. 
 
    Trey took it from his son and opened it. He scanned it and then looked back at Alan. “Do you know this boy?” 
 
    Alan nodded. 
 
    Trey folded the piece of paper and slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans. “I saw his mother this morning.” 
 
    Alan looked up at him. “He's still not home, is he?” 
 
    Trey shook his head. “No, kiddo. He's not.” Trey placed his hand on his son's shoulder. “When did you last see him?” 
 
    Alan said nothing for a moment.  
 
    “Come on, give.”  
 
    “We had a fight the other day.” 
 
    “Um, fight?” Trey asked. “What kind of fight?”  
 
    Alan stared down at the ground. “Jimmy's a bully, Dad.”  
 
    “Ah,” Trey said. “So what happened?”  
 
    Alan shrugged again. “He said some mean things, so I kicked him in the balls.”  
 
    Struggling to keep from laughing, Trey managed to keep his face serious. “That, um, that's not good, Alan.”  
 
    “No,” he said. “It's not.”  
 
    Trey sighed. “Come on, let's walk.” Alan looked up at Trey, his expression confused. “Oh, you're in trouble, all right. But,” he said, kissing the top of Alan's forehead, “I can tell you're being punished already.” Alan blinked his eyes and then dropped them again. “Let's walk.” 
 
    Alan lifted the pack back up, making sure to loop both arms through the straps. They walked toward the road, Trey's eyes locked on the ice cream van. There were only two kids getting treats. 
 
    “Did you see Jimmy again after that?” 
 
    Alan nodded. “He met me here the day Mommy picked me up.” Alan followed Trey's gaze to the Ice Cream Man. “He said he was going to get me.” 
 
    “Sounds about normal,” Trey said. “What happened then?” 
 
    With a shrug, Alan pointed toward the ice cream van. “He went that way. I think he went to buy something from the Ice Cream Man.” Alan wrinkled his nose. “I don't like him.” 
 
    “No one likes bullies, Alan. Except for other bullies.” 
 
    Alan shook his head. “No, Daddy. I don't like Jimmy, but I don't like the Ice Cream Man even more.” 
 
    The Grubby Man, Trey thought. No, it's not the grubby man. “I understand that, too,” Trey whispered. They walked in front of the van, still far enough away he could barely make out the man's hands as he exchanged money with the two young customers. “So what did you and Jimmy fight about?” 
 
    Alan said nothing.  
 
    “Alan?”  
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said, refusing to look up at his father.  
 
    “What did you fight about?”  
 
    “You,” Alan whispered.  
 
    “Me?”  
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Alan said. “He heard about... your accident.”  
 
    “Ah,” Trey said with a nod. “So. What did he say?”  
 
    “That you were crazy. That you were afraid of the Ice Cream Man.”  
 
    “And that bothered you?”  
 
    “Yes,” Alan agreed.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Alan looked up at him. They had made it past the ice cream van without Trey seeing anything. Alan swung a quick look back toward it and then stared up at his father. “Because you're not crazy,” Alan said. “You're my Daddy and you're not crazy.” 
 
    The two continued walking in silence for a moment, watching the cars make their way up the street. “Do you think you're crazy because I am?” Trey asked. 
 
    “You're not crazy,” Alan snarled. 
 
    “I am, you know.” He pinched his thumb and forefinger nearly together and smiled wide. “But just a little bit.” 
 
    Alan giggled. “Okay, Daddy. Maybe a little.” 
 
    “But,” Trey said, his voice losing all trace of humor, “that doesn't mean you are. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Alan said in return, his voice flat. “I don't like the Ice Cream Man.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “I don't either.” 
 
    “He--” Alan broke off and cleared his throat. “I saw--” He stopped speaking again. What had he seen? Something moving through the woods. Something near the ice cream van. But he had no idea what it was. 
 
    “What's that, Alan? What'd you see?”  
 
    “Nothing,” Alan said. “I saw nothing.”  
 
    They walked in silence the rest of the way home. Alan watched the tree line, looking to see if anything followed them, but there was nothing there. A part of him wished there was, so he could show Daddy. So he could prove neither of them was crazy. But nothing happened. They didn't see the ice cream van on the way home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    The winter wind rose and fell. Behind closed eyes, Trey imagined the pines and the naked oaks swaying to the beat. A branch outside the windows scratched at the Hardie Plank. Meant to trim that one, Trey thought.  
 
    The bathroom door opened and he heard Carolyn's soft footsteps across the carpet. The bed barely moved as she lay down next to him, pulling the covers up over her body. He felt her cool flesh rub up against him, her breasts pressing against his back. 
 
    He purred. “Ready to go to sleep?” 
 
    She kissed the side of his neck and wrapped an arm around him. “How you doing, baby?” she asked. 
 
    He smiled in the darkness. “I'm doing okay.” 
 
    “Did you--” She paused for a moment. He listened to her breathing, the feel of her heart beating in her chest. “Did you see anything today?” 
 
    “No,” Trey said. “Nothing to speak of.” 
 
    “Good,” she whispered. For a moment, neither said a word. Trey felt the gentle tug of sleep and began to fall into its void when she said “Alan was pretty quiet tonight.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to let go and disappear into sleep, he fought to stay awake. “We didn't talk about James Keel tonight,” Trey whispered. 
 
    “I read the slip of paper he brought home.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trey said. “Alan knows the Keel kid.” He paused. “I met his mother this morning.” He listened as Carolyn took in a deep breath. “I watched her putting up those signs. Poor woman was freezing.” 
 
    “Jesus, Trey,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” Trey rolled onto his back. Carolyn sidled over a bit to allow him more room, and then lay her head on his shoulder, her legs entwin- ing with his. “I told her we'd find the kid.” 
 
    “Where do you think he is?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. “I don't know, baby. But Alan had a fight with him the day he disappeared. Think he's feeling pretty guilty.” 
 
    “What did they fight about?” 
 
    “Me,” Trey said with a sigh. Carolyn was silent. “Guess James said some unflattering things about me.” He chuckled. “Alan took exception and nutted him.” 
 
    “Oh, boy,” Carolyn said. She squeezed him close to her. “Is Alan okay?” 
 
    “I told him that wasn't the right thing to do. I handled it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said and kissed his neck once more. “Should I talk to him about it?” 
 
    Trey yawned. “Let him come to you, baby. He's pretty embarrassed about it.” 
 
    She curled her fingers in his chest hair. “Okay,” she said again, kissing him again on the neck, her lips lingering longer than before. 
 
    “Better stop that,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “Just glad you're home, baby,” she whispered in his ear. Her hand moved lower, grasping him. He let out a soft growl. 
 
    “Getting up early to play disc golf with Dick,” he mumbled as she caressed him. 
 
    She chuckled. “Then I better get started,” she said, nibbling his ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Wind, driving rain, and the apocalypse were the only natural conditions that would ever keep Dick from playing disc golf. At least that's what he always told Trey. Saturday morning, Trey dressed in his sweat pants, a thick pair of socks, and a Houston Aeros sweatshirt.  
 
    Carolyn and Alan had already left the house, on some mission of errands he guessed. That meant there might be breakfast when he got home. The thought made him smile.  
 
    He filled a travel mug with coffee, grabbed his disc bag, and headed out the front door. Dick was already in his driveway, disc gear in hand, and leaning against the Regretta. 
 
    Trey smiled. “We ready to rock?” he yelled across the street. 
 
    Dick looked at him and then the sky. It had clouded up overnight, sealing in the chill. “Yeah, I think it's just about cold enough to whip your ass but good,” he drawled. 
 
    “I bet,” Trey said with a laugh. 
 
    Dick waved him over, opened the trunk, and Trey tossed in his bag of discs. Dick followed suit with his own and closed the trunk with a bang. The car shuddered. Trey laughed. “You sure you didn't break it this time?” 
 
    “Shit, you kidding?” Dick stepped in and put the key in the ignition. The car chuffed and spat as he tried to start it. “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    Trey laughed, opening the passenger door. “You want me to push?” Dick turned his head, eyes glaring at Trey. “Okay, forget I asked.” Trey sipped his coffee. 
 
    Dick stomped on the gas pedal and turned the key at the same time. The engine roared to life and then settled into a constant purr. “There we go,” Dick said. He gave Trey the finger, took the car out of park and they rolled down the driveway. 
 
    At nine in the morning with the temperature hovering at just over 43 degrees, the usual joggers and dog walkers were conspicuously absent from the sidewalks. Even the morning breakfast traffic seemed sparse. Trey looked over at Dick as he kicked on the Regretta's heat. 
 
    “We're going to freeze to death on the first hill,” Trey chuckled. 
 
    Dick turned to him and smiled. “Wuss,” he said. “You been here in Texas your whole damned life. You're lucky. Try living in the Great White North.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Trey said. “I bet you weren't crazy enough to play disc golf in the freakin' winter up there.” 
 
    The older man shook his head. “Hell, no. Just crazy enough,” he said, “to go sledding in zero degree weather with snow blowing sideways.” 
 
    “And let me guess,” Trey grinned, “it was uphill both ways?”  
 
    “Something like that, young'n,” Dick said.  
 
    They were both quiet for a moment as the Regretta wound through the twists and turns heading for the disc golf course. As they pulled in, Dick pointed at the parking lot. “See? We're not the only ones.” A number of cars were parked. Trey watched as a stray disc flew high into the air, stalled and then swerved off into the ground. “And it looks like the wind might make things interesting.” 
 
    Trey groaned. “I haven't played in a week and you get me out here in the frozen tundra and shrieking wind?” 
 
    “Oh for fuck sake, Trey. It's a 2 mile an hour wind and it's the mid forties.” He parked the car and pulled the keys. Dick turned to Trey and slapped him playfully on the shoulder. “Stop being a pussy.” 
 
    “And here I thought you Canadians didn't curse.” 
 
    “Shit,” Dick said laughing, “I've been down here too long, hanging out with Texas scum like you.” 
 
    They stepped out of the warmth, retrieved their bags from the trunk, and headed toward the practice tee. As Dick pulled out a disc to throw through the trees at the first basket, he looked at Trey. “Everything okay, man?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. “I'm, um, better.” 
 
    “Good,” Dick said. He turned back to the brush choked, wood-lined path. He pulled in a deep breath and then forehanded the disc into the air at chest level. The disc flew between the trees, pinging the metal basket stand, bouncing off the post, and landing a yard shy of the basket. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. “Shitty throw. You should practice more.”  
 
    “Asshole,” Dick breathed and stepped back.  
 
    Trey stepped up to the starting line painted on the concrete path. He took a deep breath and backhanded his disc with a tight snap at the end of the arc. The disc wobbled from the spin, veering the slightest bit to the right, far enough for it to slam into a thin pine. The disc bounced off the trunk and flew at a diagonal. It landed about fifteen feet shy of the basket in heavy brush. 
 
    “Wow,” Dick said. “That was a stellar throw. Just like last week.” He winked at Trey. “Championship worthy.” 
 
    Saying nothing, Trey reached down, picked up his bag, and began walking. The recent rains had left the ground pliable and sticky. He just knew his sneakers were going to be covered in mud by the ninth basket. Dick walked with him, pointing to the disc trapped in a pile of dead branches and leaves. Trey walked over to it, picked it up from the brush and held it. “How much you bet I can get it into the basket from right here?” 
 
    Dick shrugged. “Using that disc, or another one?”  
 
    “This one.”  
 
    “I will bet you breakfast,” Dick said with a grin. “An expensive La Madeleine breakfast.”  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Trey said. “No bet, man. I've seen you eat.” With Dick's laughter as a soundtrack, Trey tossed the disc softly toward the basket where it landed just in front. “Not bad, though.” 
 
    “You know,” Dick said, “you can talk to me about anything you need to.” 
 
    Trey walked out of the brush and glanced at Dick. “Yeah, I know.” He walked and retrieved his disc, not bothering to throw it in the basket. Dick nodded and got his own. “First tee?” 
 
    “You're brave today,” Dick said. 
 
    “I'm out here with you, aren't I?” Trey stopped and turned toward Dick. He raised his eyebrows. “Aren't you going to--” 
 
    Dick shook his head. “Not today, bro.”  
 
    Trey laughed. “You run out already?”  
 
    “Shit no!” Dick said. “Just don't feel like it.” Trey shrugged and turned back to the first tee.  
 
    The course, once a giant landfill, had been molded into contoured hills. They were steep and inevitably channeled the wind. As the two men struggled up to the first tee, a cold blast hit them both. Trey looked at Dick, smiling as the older man shivered. “Pussy,” he said. 
 
    Puffing from the exertion, Dick smiled. “Uh-huh. Keep talking like that, boy, while I kick your ass with my par shots.” 
 
    “Right,” Trey agreed. “Because I never get those.” 
 
    “Damned right you don't.” They reached the top of the hill. Dick laid his bag down on the ground with care while Trey dropped his next to the tee marks. “Mugs go first,” Dick said. 
 
    Trey sighed. “One day I'm going to get to say that to you, you damned Canuck.” 
 
    “One day,” Dick agreed. “When Texas becomes part of Canada, maybe.” 
 
    The metal basket gleamed in the channel between the tree branches. Trey started to throw and then stopped. The pines, oaks, and sweet gums were all mixed together, their branches snaking in and out, creating a face made of wood. It grinned at him. It was the Grubby Man. No, he thought, not the grubby man. The fiend. The Ice Cream Man. Trey shook his head. 
 
    “What's wrong, man?” Dick asked. Trey turned to him and shook his head again. Dick walked forward, placing a hand on Trey's shoulder. “Hey, man. You got that look in your eyes again.” 
 
    “Just give me a sec,” Trey said. He closed his eyes, but the shape was still there. “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    Dick tapped him again on the shoulder. “Take as long as you need, kid.” Trey opened his eyes and looked back into the brush. He couldn't see the shape anymore. He blew out a long sigh. 
 
    “That guy creeps me out too, you know,” Dick said.  
 
    “Who?” Trey asked. He turned back toward Dick, ignoring the tee.  
 
    “The guy. The Ice Cream Man. Think he said his name was Reggie.”  
 
    Trey nodded. “Carolyn said he'd come by the house.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said, “and he freaked her the hell out.” Trey said nothing. Dick leaned against the course post, his disc dangling from his fingers. “I don't like him.” 
 
    “Glad you're not the only one,” Trey muttered. 
 
    “No, man. You don't get it,” Dick said. “I like everybody. And I don't like this guy. Anyone who hides their eyes like that--” 
 
    Trey frowned. “What do you mean he hides his eyes?” 
 
    “When he showed up at your house,” Dick said, “he was wearing that hat. That porky thing. Anyway, he had it slung way down. Never got a really good look at his face, other than that damned nose. And his teeth? Christ.” 
 
    Dropping his disc to the ground, Trey rubbed his hands together to keep them warm. “Teeth? Dick, tell me what you saw, man.” 
 
    He shrugged. “They were, I don't know, abnormal or something. Guy could use a trip to the dentist. Fucking things were curved bad. And they were stained. And his breath,” he shuddered. “Smelled like he'd been eating turds.” 
 
    Trey laughed. “Turds, eh?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Like he hadn't brushed his teeth in forever. Guy belongs in a Listerine commercial.” 
 
    Trey's expression flatlined. “What do you think?” 
 
    “That depends,” Dick said. “What do you see when you look at him, Trey?” Dick's mouth was set in a thin line, his eyes glittering in anticipation. 
 
    Shifting to lean on one foot, Trey looked down at the ground. He tried to find the words, and then gave up. “I'll sound crazy, man.” 
 
    “Fuck that, Trey,” Dick spat. The sound was enough to make Trey look at him. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    Dick didn't look like he wanted to know. Dick looked as though he had to know. “I see a ghoul.” 
 
    “A what?” Dick asked.  
 
    Trey sighed. “Told you, you wouldn't--”  
 
    “Shut up and describe it.” 
 
    It. Trey blinked at him and frowned. “I see eyes. Glowing yellow eyes with crimson fire for pupils.” Trey took in a deep breath. “I see an impossibly long nose, canines dripping with saliva and hunger. I see talons for fingers.” 
 
    Dick shuddered. “You have one fuck of an imagination,” he said. Trey opened his mouth to say something and Dick put a hand out to silence him. “You have psychosis.” Trey nodded. “You see things that aren't there.” Trey nodded again. “But,” Dick said, licking his lips, “how do you know they're not there?” 
 
    Trey blinked at him. “I-- Well, um, people don't see--” 
 
    “I see,” Dick whispered. “I don't see the-- the thing the way you do, but Reggie's not, well, normal.” 
 
    “Dick,” Trey said, “what do you know?” Dick dropped his eyes and rolled the disc between his fingers. “Dick? I know I'm crazy. What about you?” 
 
    Dick shook his head. “I'm not crazy, Trey.” He stared into Trey's eyes. “I'm not.” Dick let out a sigh. “I've been watching that fucking van go around the cul-de-sac for days.” He brushed his free hand against his beard. “I hear those damned bells in my sleep.” Dick was silent for a moment, looking up at the sky as if to gather his thoughts. “So, I thought I'd call the Yummy Company to complain.” 
 
    Trey blinked at him. “Why didn't you just tell the guy to turn down the volume?” 
 
    Silence fell between them. Dick looked down at the ground. “I don't- -” He cleared his throat. “I don't want to be that close to him again.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Okay, man. Go on.” 
 
    “Two days after your...incident, that fucker came strolling down the street again. I looked out my window and took down the license num- ber. You know, so I could tell the company what vehicle was causing the problem.” He looked at Trey. “I searched for the Yummy company, Trey. It doesn't exist.” 
 
    For a moment neither of them moved, or spoke. Trey realized he'd been holding his breath and then let it out in a long hiss between his teeth. “What do you mean it doesn't exist?” 
 
    “It. Doesn't. Exist,” Dick said. “The closest thing I found was the Yum-Yum Corporation in Michigan. And they don't sell ice cream. They make toys.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trey said, “so the guy is running around claiming he's the Yummy Company. So what?” 
 
    Dick shook his head. “I don't know. It just gave me the shivers.” 
 
    “So.” Trey took a long look at Dick, then furrowed his brow. “There's something else, isn't there?” 
 
    With a sigh, Dick nodded. “Yeah, there is.”  
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “I looked up the license plate number.”  
 
    “You what?” 
 
    Dick smiled. “Remember, I'm a geek too, you know. I, um, visited a reverse lookup site.” Trey looked confused. “Jesus, Trey. Think about it. They have services out there that will take your cash and a license number and get back to you with all the information.” 
 
    “Fuck, is that even legal?” Trey asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said with a nod. “Great way to make $24.95 a shot, don'tcha think? Someone sends you a license plate number, you buzz your cop buddy or your friend at the DMV, and have 'em fax you the report. Then you split some of the cash with them.” 
 
    “So you got the report?”  
 
    Dick nodded. “Sure did.”  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “That's the fucked up part. The owner's name ain't Reggie.”  
 
    “So what is his name?” 
 
    Dick's face spread into a smile. “Archibald Simmons.”  
 
    Trey laughed. “Archibald? You have to be fucking kidding me.”  
 
    “No.” Dick sighed. “Imagine the kind of shit that kid got in school.” Dick's smile faded. “But that's not the strange thing.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Trey asked.  
 
    “Then what is?”  
 
    “I googled the address. It's in the warehouse district.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said. “Like in an actual warehouse.” 
 
    “So you know where it is?” Trey asked. Dick nodded. “So what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I want to play disc golf,” Dick muttered. “I don't know, man.” Dick looked up at him. “That boy is missing.” 
 
    Trey nodded. Dick was shivering, but Trey couldn't tell if it was from the cold. “Okay. So--” 
 
    “Fuck this. Throw your goddamned disc before we hold someone else up.” 
 
    Trey looked down the hill and saw another group of intrepid disc golfers heading toward them. “Okay,” Trey said. He picked up his disc from the ground and looked down the hill. He flung it toward the bas- ket. It flew through the clear space between the branches and landed in the tall grass a few yards away from the metal post. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    They managed to play through nine holes. As they were walking toward the tenth tee, Dick turned to Trey and said his fingers were frozen. Trey seconded that. Disc golf was difficult enough without gloves; Trey couldn't imagine trying to throw a frisbee while wearing them. 
 
    As promised, Dick had kicked his ass anyway, finishing one over par while Trey managed a meager 9 over. As they walked in silence toward the car, Trey stopped. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Dick cocked his head and then frowned. “You have to be fucking kidding me.” The sound grew louder as the two men stood side by side in the cold. The cream colored Yummy! truck pulled into the parking lot, its bells pummeling the morning's winter birdsong. It paused for a moment, not far from the Regretta. The squealing brakes were barely audible over the sound of the bells. 
 
    “Get in the car,” Dick growled. 
 
    Trey blinked at him, opened the passenger door, and stepped in. Dick continued standing by the driver-side door, glaring at the van. The ice cream van, receiving no interest from the few people in the park, turned out and exited, its bells dwindling in the distance. 
 
    The door clicked open and Dick ducked inside with effort. The Regretta bounced as he wedged himself into his seat. He stared through the windshield for a moment. Trey cleared his throat, but Dick didn't respond to him. 
 
    “You know,” Trey said, “that kind of anger--”  
 
    “You want some breakfast?” Dick asked without turning his head. Trey cocked an eyebrow.  
 
    “Breakfast?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said, finally turning his eyes to meet Trey's. “You know, stuff you eat in the morning?”  
 
    “Um, we never--”  
 
    “Well, we're going to today, dammit,” Dick growled. He inserted the key into the Regretta's ignition and started the car despite its protests. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    IHOP was the last bastion of breakfast dives left in the neighborhood. At ten in the morning, the crowds had finally started to dwindle, but they still had to wait twenty minutes for a table. Trey spent the time smoking cigarettes outside while Dick waited.  
 
    Trey wasn't sure what Dick had in mind. The trip from the disc golf course had been made with Pink Floyd blaring from the speakers and Dick refusing to talk. Each time Trey opened his mouth to say something, Dick held up a finger and sang along with Gilmour.  
 
    The Ice Cream Man. The ice cream van. The bells ringing out across the park as the van slowly made the circle, pausing just long enough to gauge interest. Trey hadn't really looked at the passenger side window. He'd been afraid he'd see those yellow eyes staring back at him. But Dick had looked. Dick had stared, his face growing angrier by the second. What the hell had he seen to set him off like that?  
 
    Archibald Simmons. A warehouse. The man had said his name was Reggie. The missing boy. The eyes. Trey sucked down the last bit of smoke from the cigarette, flicked the cherry and watched it jump into the wind and skitter across the concrete. He rolled the butt between his thumb and forefinger. And now breakfast? He looked up into the crowded waiting room and saw Dick gesturing toward him. 
 
    Trey tossed the butt into the ashcan and headed inside. It was ridiculously warm, as though someone had decided using the heater in Houston was an opportunity not to be squandered. He and Dick were the only two people in the place dressed in sweats. Nearly everyone else wore expensive winter coats or sweaters. Just as with the heat, the chance to dig out the winter clothes and wear them was an opportunity. 
 
    Dick grinned at him and then followed the waitress back to a booth. Trey followed suit. 
 
    Dick ordered two coffees and stared down at the menu. “You might want to get something pretty hearty. May not be home for a while,” Dick said. “We got some planning to do.” 
 
    Trey cocked his head, one brow raised. The coffee cups arrived and Dick immediately filled them both. “Dick, what the hell are you talking about?” Trey asked. 
 
    “Cream?” Dick asked as he slid the tub toward Trey. 
 
    “Dick?” Trey said, holding the tub with his finger-tips. The large man finished pouring the contents of a small plastic tub into his coffee and looked up. “What. The fuck?” 
 
    The big man opened his mouth in a grin. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “Is it another crazy whack-a-doodle idea, or is it something that serves reality?” 
 
    Dick grunted and stirred his coffee. “We go to the warehouse tomorrow.” Dick gestured toward the menu. “Figure out what you're gonna eat. We got shit to do.” 
 
    “Why do you--” 
 
    “Look,” Dick said, rolling the coffee cup between his gnarled fingers, “we think we know something.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Shut up and listen to me, Trey.” Dick cleared his throat and took a sip of coffee. “Needs more sugar,” he muttered and grabbed a white packet. “We think there's something not right. Right?” Dick shook the packet and then tore it open, emptying it into the cup. “This Archibald, Reggie, or whatever the fuck he calls himself, he shows up. Less than a week later, a kid goes missing. Right?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Yeah, that could be just--” 
 
    “Stop it, Trey,” Dick said, glaring at him. “Just stop it.” Dick took a deep breath and then pointed at him. “You're not afraid to say you're crazy. But you are afraid to think you're sane.” 
 
    “I--” 
 
    “No,” Dick said, “you are, man.” He sat back on the booth cushion. “You see something when you look at that guy.” 
 
    It was a statement, not a question, but Trey found himself nodding anyway. “Yeah, but I don't see what I used to see.” 
 
    “What do you see now?”  
 
    “Just eyes,” Trey said. “Not the same thing.”  
 
    “But still you see something.”  
 
    Yeah, Trey thought, but it's not the Closet Man or the Grubby Man. It's something else. “What do you see, Dick?”  
 
    “Just a guy,” Dick said, taking another sip of coffee. “I told you that. But I know people. I don't trust him. And I don't think it's a coincidence that all this is happening at the same time. A missing kid, Trey.” Dick rolled the cup between his hands and stared at the table top. “What if he's got something to do with that?” 
 
    Trey felt his stomach plummet. The image of Jimmy Keel's frozen, bloodless body in the bottom of a refrigerator, the face locked in a scream of terror, filled his mind. He shook his head. “Okay,” Trey whispered. “So you want to go check out his digs?” Dick nodded. “How are we going to know if he's even going to be there? Not like he has a phone number, does he?” 
 
    “Shit no,” Dick laughed. “We'll just show up at his warehouse. He came to your house without an invitation. I think we should return the favor.” 
 
    “You really are asking for trouble. If he's not there, what are we going to do?” 
 
    Dick's lips twitched upward into a maniacal grin. Trey felt his stomach drop. “We take a look anyway.” 
 
    Trey opened his mouth and then closed it. He'd been on the verge of yelling in the IHOP. Instead, he leaned forward, his face close to Dick's. “We break in?” 
 
    Dick nodded. “Fuck yes. We take a look around. We see anything hinky, we call the cops. If not,” Dick said, taking a sip of coffee, “I'll join you in the rubber room.” 
 
    “You are fucking crazy.” Trey leaned back. An old couple in the next booth looked over at him as he said this. Trey didn't return their stare. He cleared his throat. “The cops aren't going to like this. We should go see McCausland.” 
 
    Dick's smile faded into exasperation. “Trey, who's going to listen to a retired software developer and an insane one?” Trey said nothing. “Besides, McCausland's got no jurisdiction there.” 
 
    “Dick, this is nuts. What if we're right? What if--” He cleared his throat again, shaking off the image of the ghoul, the flesh that moved like a snakeskin, the talons jutting from its misshapen hands, and the drooling maw. “What if he's there? What if--” 
 
    The older man's fingers thrummed against the tabletop as Trey's voice broke off. The smile returned to his face. “I'm going to do it,” Dick said. “You can either come, or not. But I'm going.” 
 
    Trey shook his head. “I still think you're the one that's crazy.” 
 
    Dick nodded. “I've been called worse.” He took another sip of coffee. “You in, or what?” 
 
    James Keel. Poster board affixed to stop signs, yield signs, “slow children at play” signs. A mother walking through freezing cold to tape, staple, and graffiti the neighborhood with pleas for information. The Ice Cream Man with all his young customers. The screaming bells. Trey shivered. “Okay,” he said. “I'm in.” The roiling in his guts stopped. He gave Dick a grim smile. “A rebel to the end, eh?” 
 
    “Well,” Dick said as the waitress approached, “us old dope smoking hippies just have to keep fighting the system, bro.” 
 
    “You aren't a hippie,” Trey said with a smile. The waitress pulled out her pad to take their order. “You're just another dumb ass who got lost in the seventies.” 
 
    Dick opened his mouth and then closed it as the waitress laughed.  
 
    “Your tip,” he growled at her, “just got bigger, darlin.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    The drive was silent. Neither of them spoke the entire trip into Houston. From time to time, Dick looked at him, but Trey didn't make eye contact. He was afraid that if they started talking, one or both would lose their nerve. But that wasn't the only reason.  
 
    The clock on the radio had changed rapidly twice. He knew what that meant--the freezes were happening again-- silent, absent seizures. He wondered if Dick had even noticed. If they started talking and he just froze, what would Dick do? Turn the car around? Panic? Trey was terrified enough already.  
 
    After their breakfast on Saturday, Trey and Dick had outlined a plan. Not much of a plan, but enough to get started. He went home and told Carolyn he and Dick were going disc shopping on Sunday. 
 
    He didn't like lying to her, but he knew she'd try and talk him out of it. Or worse, she'd march across the street and tear Dick a new asshole for even suggesting it. Besides, Dick just wanted to talk to the man and see his warehouse-- no harm in that. 
 
    Still, he was nervous. 
 
    The Closet Man hadn't been real, but both the Grubby Man and the Ice Cream Man were real. The Ice Cream Man wasn't the ghoulish, fiend-thing that Trey's brain presented. But he was something. Something bad. 
 
    Dick's phone called out a street direction and he exited from 59 onto Jackson Street. They passed Minute-Maid Park, the Toyota Center, and the architectural horror known as the George R. Brown Convention Center. One quick turn beneath the high, concrete river of the 59 freeway and they were in the warehouse district. 
 
    The warehouse district had once been the heart of manufacturing in Houston. Instead, it was now filled with old buildings that had been converted into lofts, clubs, or artist collectives. Vietnamese restaurants and shops had popped up, filling damned near every remaining strip mall in the area. Most of the buildings were dank, old, and distressed. Even the refurbished buildings held to that look. Despite their age, he knew that some of the lofts went for upwards of 900k. 
 
    There were still some actual warehouses left in the area, places where small companies still produced, or distributed. Dick wound through the streets, turning in time with the phone's female voice. Trey felt his heartbeat rise. He tried to calm himself by tapping out the chromatic scale on the car door, but it didn't help. It was zero hour. The most terrifying thing about finding this place, about investigating, was the possibility that he wasn't crazy. 
 
    Dick pulled the Regretta into a well-weathered business park. The car bumped up the uneven, pothole-ridden driveway. Three story metal buildings sat on either side in long rows. Each building had a faded number written in orange on its side. “23-B,” Dick whispered to himself. “Ah,” he said, pointing with his free hand, “there it is.” He downshifted the car and slowed. Unlike the other buildings that had a sign on them, like CFC Distribution or FM Manufacturing, building 23-B had no markings other than the orange address stamp. 
 
    Car still running, Dick turned and looked at Trey. His eyes were wild. “We're here,” he said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    Trey nodded. “Yeah,” he replied. Trey cleared his throat. “You scared?” 
 
    “Scared?” Dick chuckled. “About to piss my pants.” Trey nodded again and Dick winked at him. “You okay, man?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Trey said. “Just keep an eye on me, okay?” 
 
    Dick laughed. “You keep an eye on me, buddy. You're the crazy one. You should be just fine.” He slapped Trey on the shoulder. “Ready?” 
 
    Trey shrugged and pointed. “There's a door right there. If he's here, let's just talk, okay?” 
 
    Dick shook his head. “He won't be here, Trey. I know it.”  
 
    “But if he is--”  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Dick said with a nod, “if he is, we'll talk. We'll knock. We'll give him plenty of time.” Dick stroked his beard. “And if he's not in, we'll go in.” 
 
    “Okay.” Trey shivered. “I'm ready.” 
 
    Dick harrumphed. “Glad someone is,” he said and turned off the car. He paused for a moment, the door handle in hand, staring at the building. The huge metal overhead door was locked in place by a padlock. Next to it was a normal sized door to the building with a knob jutting from its rusted surface. “Okay,” Dick whispered and stepped out of the car. 
 
    Following suit, Trey slid out of the warm car and into the cold winter air. Forties. Trey had on a light jacket, something that would allow him to move, but did little to keep the chill from his bones. Trey closed his car door as quietly as he could. Dick did the same. Trey walked around his side of the car and stood next to Dick. 
 
    “Let's do this,” Trey whispered. 
 
    The two of them walked up onto the door's landing, Dick in front. Trey felt every nerve in his body humming with energy like an electrical wire. Dick rapped his knuckles on the door. Each hollow boom echoed like a distant thunderclap. Dick paused, turned his head, and looked at Trey. He frowned at him and banged again, this time with his fist. They waited; the only sound was their breath and the distant roar of cars on the freeway. “Fuck this,” Dick whispered. 
 
    He turned the knob on the door. It didn't budge. “Okay,” Dick said. He brushed past Trey and to the Regretta's trunk. He opened it, rummaged in the back, and brought out a duffel bag. He unzipped it, and pulled out a crowbar. 
 
    “Hardly subtle,” Trey said in a low voice.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Dick agreed. “Stand beside me and watch the alley.”  
 
    Trey moved aside and did so. The road between the warehouses was empty and devoid of movement. Dick slipped the crowbar in between the jamb and the door and pushed, putting his weight behind it. The crowbar's sharp edge resisted the attempt as it tried to widen the slim gap. The metal sheet crumpled and groaned against the pressure. Dick cursed and put more force against it, grunting with the effort. He was rewarded with the sharp, crackling sounds of metal tearing. Trey watched the door cave inward as the metal gave. The dead-bolt slide screeched as it ripped free from the metal. The door fell open the slightest bit. Dick pulled back on the crowbar. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. Dick turned back to the door, raised his foot, and kicked hard. The door swung wide with a final screech of protest exposing a perfect rectangle of darkness. Dick bent down and put the crowbar back in the duffel, rummaged again, and came out with two flashlights. He handed one to Trey. 
 
    “Let's get inside fast,” he whispered.  
 
    Trey nodded, and followed him into the warehouse, flashlight on.

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    The winter sky cast the world in twilight shades and even the wan light did little to penetrate the warehouse interior through the open door. Dick walked forward into the gloom with caution. Trey stumbled behind him, trying to match his steps.  
 
    “I'm going to look for a light switch,” he whispered.  
 
    “Why are you whispering?” Trey asked.  
 
    “Because this place is spooky as fuck,” Dick hissed.  
 
    Trey watched as Dick's flashlight beam stabbed through the darkness, lingering over the walls and reflecting off the metal sheeting. Holding his breath, Trey turned around and closed the door. It pro- tested, but closed, and with it, the last of the ambient light disappeared. Trey heard the hitch in Dick's breath. “You closed it, right?” he asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. “Didn't want anyone coming by and seeing it open. 
 
    Dick didn't reply, but took a few steps forward. His flashlight beam swerved to the right and he halted. 
 
    “Hey, Reggie? Where you at?” Dick yelled. There was no response. Dick took a deep breath and yelled louder “Archibald Simmons! Come out here, you sick fuck!” 
 
    Trey held his breath, feeling as though his heart would burst through his chest. 
 
    Dick chuckled. “Told you he wasn't here.” 
 
    He swung the flashlight toward the far wall. The narrow beam illuminated the cream colored van. It was parked on the right side of the building, its top barely visible over crates and boxes. He turned toward Trey, his flashlight pointed beneath his chin. His face was lit in a manic grin. “We got some time, I think.” 
 
    “Have to find a light switch, man,” Trey said. 
 
    Turning the flashlight away from himself, Dick pointed it toward the wall. “Ah,” he whispered and walked a few feet away. “Let there be light,” he whispered. 
 
    Trey heard the click of a switch. The single overhead fluorescent buzzed to life. 
 
    “Jesus,” Dick said. “Fucker likes it dark in here, doesn't he?” 
 
    Trey clicked off his flashlight. The glow from the high ceiling was barely enough to drive away the shadows from the building's interior. Boxes were stacked everywhere, stamped with the names of candy companies. 
 
    “He's got enough supply in here to feed schools for months.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick agreed. “Guess he buys everything in bulk.”  
 
    Trey split off from Dick, stepping through the maze of boxes toward the ice cream van. The large vehicle was cloaked in shadow, parked with its nose toward the roll up door. He tried to look through the tinted windows, but saw nothing but impenetrable darkness. With a sigh, Trey tried the door handle on the passenger side. Nothing. It moved up and down with liquid ease, but the door didn't pop open. 
 
    “Door's locked.”  
 
    “Not surprised. Hey,” Dick said, “come over here, man.” 
 
    Trey walked away from the van and wound back through the maze. As Dick came into view, Trey saw the impish smile on his face. “What?” Trey asked. 
 
    Dick pointed toward a row of dark rectangles standing against the back wall. 
 
    He looked back at Dick. “What are they?”  
 
    “Don't you hear the hum?” Dick started walking toward them. Trey realized he'd been hearing the hum for a long time. 
 
    “Refrigerators?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick said as he reached the long row. “I count seven of them. Freezers,” Dick's face was manic, his eyes wild, smile wide. Trey walked forward to stand next to him and stared. “Pretty ridiculous for ice cream, eh?” Dick asked. 
 
    The freezers were hardly industrial models. Most of them looked as though they'd been picked up at Sears on the cheap. Their faded and chipped surfaces were grimy with dust. Trey turned on his flashlight and swept the beam over the freezer in front of him. He took a deep breath. “This guy has an unhealthy fascination with cream colored things, doesn't he?” 
 
    “Who the fuck padlocks a freezer door?” Dick asked, pointing at the keyed square hanging off the side of the door handles. 
 
    “Someone who doesn't want people peeking?”  
 
    Dick nodded. “Wanna peek anyway?”  
 
    “How you going to get through the lock?”  
 
    The smile on Dick's face was no longer giddy, but grim. He turned on his own flashlight and swept it over the side of the freezer door. He smiled. “Hinges, baby. Hinges.” His light illuminated the hinge holding the left door shut. Three hinges evenly spaced. He clicked off his light and bent toward his bag. “Just need the proper tool,” he said. He pulled out a hammer and screwdriver. 
 
    “Um, were you ever a thief?” Trey chuckled. 
 
    Dick looked back at him. “Well, in Calgary there was precious little to do in the summer. So,” he said with a grin, “we improvised. I kind of stopped when my folks moved back to Texas.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Trey said, returning the infectious grin. The giddiness in his body was thrumming again. He didn't want to see what was in the freezer. But at the same time, he knew he had to. “Do it. I'll watch the master at work.” 
 
    Placing the screwdriver beneath the hinge, Dick slammed the hammer into its bottom. The ancient bolt holding the hinge together popped up and out. Dick repeated the action on the middle hinge, having to hit twice before the bolt screeched and came loose. The bottom bolt was much more difficult since Dick had to go from the top. When he couldn't get it to move, he shrugged, put the screwdriver sideways against the hinge, and pounded with enormous force. He completely missed the top of the screwdriver, the hammer smashed into the concrete with a loud thud. 
 
    Dick cursed. “Put your light down here,” he said.  
 
    Trey bent and shined the beam over the hinge.  
 
    “There ya go,” Dick whispered. He took aim and slammed the hammer home against the hinge. It popped off the side of the door with a screech as the metal gave way under the pressure. The door shuddered and squealed. “Hand me the crowbar,” Dick said. 
 
    Trey clicked off the flashlight, picked up the wrecking bar and placed it in Dick's raised open palm. Dick stood on his toes, placed the fork end under the top bolt and pulled. The bolt shot up and out and disappeared into the gloom, jangling against the concrete. 
 
    “There we are. Hold the door,” he said softly and placed the wrecking bar's fork beneath the middle bolt. Trey reached forward and lifted on the handle. Dick pulled and the last bolt popped. “Now pull,” Dick whispered. 
 
    The door popped free. The sudden weight was heavy enough to send Trey backwards, but he managed to keep his balance. He felt the edge of a box against his heels and cursed. “Okay,” Dick said turning toward him, lean it against the edge here.” Trey stepped forward and put the door up against the edge of the freezer. Dick moved around and repeated the exercise with the other door. Once the hinges were popped, Trey lifted the door off and dropped it to the ground, the sound of metal against the concrete booming and echoing around the warehouse. 
 
    The freezer didn't have a light of any kind. Frosty air flowed out in a cloud of mist. Dick turned on his flashlight and poured over the interior. Boxes and boxes of ice cream sandwiches, popsicles and creamsicles stared back at them. 
 
    “Huh. Guess I was expecting,” he said through a sigh, “something else.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “That was anticlimactic.”  
 
    Dick gestured toward the other six freezers. “We ain't done yet.”  
 
    Trey cursed. “Fuck. I was afraid to look in this one.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Dick agreed. “So, let's play roulette. I don't want to do all these fuckers unless we have to.” Trey nodded. “So choose.”  
 
    Carrying his flashlight in his hands like a baton, Trey moved down the line of freezers. They all looked the same at first. Each a humming cream colored rectangle. At the fourth in the row, he stopped. He panned the flashlight over the freezer's front. Trey nodded to himself. “Bigger,” he said aloud.  
 
    “What?” Dick said.  
 
    “This one,” Trey said, pointing his beam in front of him. “This one. The lock is bigger. I think the freezer is too.” He shined the light over the hinges. “Different type of hinge.” 
 
    Dick harrumphed. “That's contestant number two in 'who wants to vandalize a freezer.'“ He dragged the duffel bag behind him as he approached Trey. Dick dropped the bag and stepped close to the hinge. “Hmm. This might suck,” he said. The hinge itself was a circular fitting covered with an assembly. “But,” he said, “everything must bend to force.” 
 
    “So,” Trey said, turning toward him. “No finesse job?” 
 
    The wrecking bar appeared in Dick's hands along with the large, steel hammer. “Fuck no,” Dick breathed. “This is a job for massive destruction.” 
 
    Trey felt a sinking in the pit of his stomach as Dick lined up the end of the crowbar on the door's back edge. “Coming in from the side,” he whispered, “and going to knock this fucking door off.” 
 
    The sound of each blow hurt Trey's ears. Dick was sweating, despite the warehouse chill. His right hand continued its punishing blows against the freezer door. Trey watched the metal splinter and the door's finish pucker and strip with each strike. The top hinge assembly popped up holding the door together with nothing more than a narrow strip of metal. The last blow severed it. Although the door didn't hang open, it did seem to lean a bit. 
 
    “Fuck,” Dick breathed, wiping his forehead with a sleeve. “You just had to pick this one, didn't you?” Dick asked. 
 
    Trey said nothing, but shined his light on the bottom hinge assembly. 
 
    Dick groaned and knelt down, his knees popping. “Fucker,” he whispered. On his knees, Dick lined up the crowbar and once again began banging the hammer. It took many hits, but eventually the assembly gave. 
 
    Trey was smart enough to have one hand against the door to keep it from falling atop Dick. “Fucker's heavy,” Trey said aloud, struggling to keep the door in place. Dick dropped his tools into the duffel bag, stood, and placed his hands on the door's ruined edge. “Okay?” Trey asked. 
 
    “Okay,” Dick said. The two of them sidestepped, bringing the door off the freezer. The freezer seemed to bellow smoke in the dim light, the frigid air pouring out in a wall of mist. They lay the door down and stared inside. 
 
    Trey paused for a second and then played the beam of his flashlight into the darkness.

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit, Trey,” Dick was saying. Trey blinked, and then winced. Dick's fingers were clenched in a death grip on the meat of his shoulder.  
 
    “What are--”  
 
    “You okay, man?” Dick's eyes glittered with fear, his pale face holding barely concealed revulsion. “You kind of, well, just stopped.”  
 
    Trey shook his head from side to side, trying to clear it. “Yeah, that happens.”  
 
    “Don't look in there, okay?” Dick removed his hands from Trey's shoulder. “Don't want you...doing whatever it was you just did.”  
 
    Trey turned back to the freezer, his flashlight beam still pointed into its interior. Trey gulped and felt bile rise in his throat. “Holy, Jesus,” he whispered, stepping back.  
 
    A pile of Ziplock bags were neatly stacked. Labels in a strange, blood red script were affixed to each bag. Transparent buckets that perhaps once contained ice cream were filled with a frozen crimson liquid. 
 
    At first, all he'd seen were coils of meat inside the Ziplocks, link sausages or brats perhaps. But the all too familiar shape atop the pile brought it home. 
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered again. He looked closer, seeing the textured bumps and bends in the grey sausage looking meat. Intestines, Trey thought. His shaking flashlight moved sideways. The beam illuminated delicate fingers clenched in a fist, the skin white as bone. 
 
    “Is that a fucking hand?” He gulped back vomit, turning toward Dick. Dick had already puked on the floor next to the freezer. 
 
    “We have to call the fucking cops,” Dick whispered. “We have to.” Bags and bags piled atop one another, all labeled in that strange script. “Whatever you do,” Dick said, “don't look in the bottom drawer.” 
 
    “Why?” Trey asked in a shaking voice. “What-- What's in there.”  
 
    Dick shook his head. “I'm not saying. Just-- Just don't look in there.”  
 
    “Okay.” Trey backed into a stack of boxes and turned off the flashlight.  
 
    “We have to call the cops, Trey. We have to.”  
 
    “How many--” Trey gulped and then cleared his throat. “How many children do you think are in there?”  
 
    Dick shook his head again. “I don't know, but from what's in the bottom drawer, I'd say at least two.”  
 
    Trey turned and looked at him. “I don't want to know, do I?”  
 
    “No, man. You don't. You--” Dick broke off, looking back toward the warehouse door. “Trey,” he whispered. “Do you hear something?” The two men froze, Trey's head cocked to one side. 
 
    A shuffling, sliding sound came from somewhere behind the labyrinth of boxes. Dick turned and pointed in that direction and then pointed down toward the duffel bag. Confused, Trey just blinked at him. Dick bent, his body shivering, and pulled the wrecking bar from the duffel bag. He handed it to Trey who took it with numb hands. Dick reached in again and pulled out the hammer. 
 
    Dick took two steps toward the entry to the box labyrinth, Trey following behind. The sound stopped, leaving the warehouse silent. The two men froze, each holding their makeshift weapons before them. 
 
    Trey's heart trip-hammered in his chest, blood pounding in his ears. He opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again. The shuffling sound started once more. It was closer now. Trey looked around. They were barely inside the maze of boxes. If someone came at them from the front of the maze, they'd have nowhere to go. 
 
    He reached out a hand and placed it gently on Dick's shoulder. Dick stiffened and then turned to face Trey, his face pale and terrified. 
 
    “Go back,” Trey mouthed and began stepping backwards. 
 
    An inhuman scream rattled the warehouse. Trey panicked, falling backward to the concrete. Dick whirled around, once again facing the maze of boxes ahead of him. He clicked on his flashlight and screamed. Trey shuffled backwards on his hands, his feet scrabbling for purchase against the concrete. Dick backpedaled, his flashlight falling and crash- ing to the floor. Between the V of Dick's legs, Trey saw something moving and moving fast. A shadowy form slid toward them with liquid grace and speed. Trey opened his mouth to scream and then something loomed over Dick. 
 
    From the floor, he made out a misshapen head rising over Dick's shoulder, fierce, yellow eyes burning through the shadows. Large canines appeared from behind wide grey, lips. 
 
    Dick screamed again.  
 
    “No!” Trey yelled.  
 
    The thing's eyes blinked, and leered over Dick's shoulder at Trey. It snarled at him and lifted a taloned hand high in the air. The claw descended in a blur. The sound of ripping fabric cut off Dick's scream. Dick fell backwards to the concrete, the thing standing over him. Its taut, sinewy body pulsed with rapid intakes of air, blood dripping from one of its taloned hands. 
 
    “Go the fuck away!” Trey yelled again, his voice cracking but still lifting above the sound of Dick's own bellow. The thing grinned at him and took a step backwards. “I see you!” 
 
    It said something in a guttural, liquid string of syllables and leaped back into the shadows. Trey heard the click and clack of taloned feet on concrete. The door at the front of the warehouse opened and then slammed shut with a bone-crushing bang. He still held the wrecking bar in his clenched hands. Dick's screams had turned into whimpers. Trey shuffled forward. “Dick?” The older man was holding his chest with his hands. “Dick?” 
 
    “Can't breathe,” he whispered. “Can't breathe.” 
 
    Trey fumbled in his pocket for his cellphone. He managed to pull it out and it fell to the floor from his shaking fingers. 
 
    “Calling the cops,” he said aloud. His clumsy fingers scrabbled over the plastic casing and finally managed to hold it. He tried to type in his code one handed. The phone vibrated and presented a “Wrong Code” message. “Fuck!” he screamed. He forced himself to slow down. Dick was taking in shallow breaths, his chest barely rising with the effort. Trey closed his eyes, let out a deep breath and he typed out the numbers slowly and carefully. The phone unlocked. He dialed 9-1-1. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    The interview room was much like the room he'd met Tony Downs in at the hospital. He sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair facing a metal table. The mirror that covered one of the walls showed his frazzled reflection. Trey stared up at it occasionally with a bone-tired weariness. The massive adrenaline rush at the warehouse had left him feeling drained and empty. 
 
    And on top of it all, he'd been there for more than an hour. A cold cup of coffee sat on the metal table. He glowered at it, wondering when they were going to bring someone else in the room to ask him if he needed anything. The last officer that had come in had only given him a blank stare when he asked how Dick was doing. 
 
    Trey laid his head down atop the table, but found it too uncomfortable to sleep. He was slumped in the plastic chair, fighting the urge to nod off. 
 
    Waiting. Waiting. Waiting. 
 
    The door clicked and he turned his head to stare as the knob swiveled. A man in a crisp suit entered the room carrying a large folder. “Mr. Leger,” he drawled. “My name is Detective Dewhurst.” 
 
    Trey blinked at the man and said nothing. 
 
    Dewhurst shook his head a little. “I'm very sorry you've been in this room for so long.” 
 
    “Please don't ask me if I need anything,” Trey whispered, “and then leave.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm not leaving,” Dewhurst said. He nodded toward Trey's coffee. “Do you need some more coffee?” Trey shook his head. Dewhurst sighed and sat down in the chair across from Trey. He placed the folder near the table's edge and folded his hands atop it. “Do you have any questions for me?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “How's Dick?” 
 
    Dewhurst sucked in a breath. “Mr. Dickerson's in ICU. He had a mild heart attack,” he said in a toneless voice. “He lost quite a bit of blood to boot.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Trey breathed, raising a hand to his face. He rubbed his eyes. “Is he going--” 
 
    “My understanding, Mr. Leger--”  
 
    “Trey, please.”  
 
    Dewhurst's smile returned. “My understanding, Trey, is that he's going to be okay.”  
 
    Trey blew out a sigh. “Thank, God,” he whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” Dewhurst agreed. “Now, do you have any other questions?”  
 
    Trey nodded. “Do I need a lawyer?”  
 
    Dewhurst blinked at him, his expression flat. “Not at this time, Trey. Not at this time.” The detective pulled a sheaf of paper from the folder and held it up. “I want to read something to you. And you might find it a trifle upsetting.” Trey opened his mouth to say something, but Dewhurst held up a single finger to shush him. “If I may, Trey.” Trey closed his mouth and leaned back in his chair. Dewhurst nodded to himself. “We looked in the busted open refrigerator. We found, uh, the remains of at least three people. Children,” Dewhurst said, peering over the paper at him. “All frozen. All wrapped in plastic. And buckets that appear to be filled with frozen blood.” 
 
    Trey swallowed. The color had drained from his face and the weariness threatened to crush him. “I--” 
 
    “What I want to know, Trey,” Dewhurst said, dropping the piece of paper, “is what you were doing there.” 
 
    “You wouldn't believe--” 
 
    “Try me,” Dewhurst said, his eyes glaring into Trey's. “I don't believe you have anything to do with this, sir, but I want to know how you and your friend ended up in that warehouse.” 
 
    Trey took in a deep breath, and began to explain. He told Dewhurst about the ice cream van, how he and Dick hadn't liked the man. About Dick's research into the dummy company and about the missing boy. He left out his time at the hospital as well as his visions. As he talked, Dewhurst pulled a small notebook from his suit coat pocket and began taking notes. When he was finished, the detective had scrawled several pages worth. 
 
    “Is that everything, Trey?” he asked without looking up at him.  
 
    “Yes,” Trey said.  
 
    Dewhurst nodded. He looked up from the notebook, a shark's grin on his face. “How many times have you been institutionalized, Mr. Leger?” 
 
    Trey's mouth opened and then he closed it again. “I-- How do you--” 
 
    “Police report, sir. From four years ago.” The cop opened the manilla folder and pulled out another sheet of paper. “Although your wife chose not to file a complaint, the officer still logged it.” 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “Wonderful thing, computers,” Dewhurst said. “Makes it easy to search across the neighboring jurisdictions.” He tapped his pen on the metal table. “I'm going to find out everything, Trey. So if there's anything you left out, I suggest you tell me now.” 
 
    Eyes cast down at his reflection in the table, Trey found his right hand performing the chromatic scale. The three fingers danced in the fast repetition. He stopped them and looked up at Dewhurst. “I'm not crazy,” he said softly. “I'm not.” 
 
    The grin on the cop's face faded into a gentle smile. “No one says you are, Trey.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Trey whispered. “You look at me. You call in some favors, maybe squeeze a little information from one of the nurses at the hospital, or you talk to someone in Montgomery County. They pull a few files for you. Let you peek at something. You'll find out all that crap. And then you'll come back here and call me crazy. Just like most other people would.” 
 
    “Assuming,” Dewhurst said as he leaned forward, “that I had time to do all that, Trey, and that I had that many friends, what would I find out?” 
 
    “I have not been read my rights, Detective. Is that correct?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Dewhurst said in a loud, clear voice, “you have not been read your rights, sir.” 
 
    “So you can't use any of this?” Dewhurst nodded. “Say it,” Trey snarled. 
 
    Dewhurst leaned back in his chair, his brows furrowed. He turned to look at the mirrored wall and mimicked slashing his throat with his hand. “The department,” he said as he turned back to Trey, “may not use any of this interview against you, Mr. Leger.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “I suffer from psychosis, Detective,” Trey whispered. “Do you know what that means?” 
 
    Dewhurst nodded. “It means you are delusional. Prone to hallucinations, perhaps.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trey said. “I'm amazed you know the meaning of the word.” 
 
    The detective chuckled. “Afraid I have friends in the field who've corrected me more than once, Mr. Leger.” He tapped his pen again against the metal table. “So, Trey, did you see something?” 
 
    Trey sighed. “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “I saw a thing.” Dewhurst's eyebrow raised. “A thing dressed like a man.” 
 
    Pursing his lips, Dewhurst looked down again at his notebook. “What did this thing look like, Trey?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Trey whispered, “it looked like a thing, okay? Tall. Skin all fucked up. Jaw filled with large teeth, fingers that ended in long talons. Shit like that.” 
 
    “Is that what attacked your friend?” Trey nodded. “You realize I can't put out an APB on that,” Dewhurst said. 
 
    Trey shrugged. “He always wears a cream-colored jumpsuit.”  
 
    “Wears? But what was he wearing today?”  
 
    “I--” Trey dropped his eyes to the table. “I don't know. I couldn't see-- He just looked like a shadow.”  
 
    Dewhurst sighed. “So I'm putting out an APB on a tall, walking crocodile that looks like a shadow. Oh, and he might be wearing a white jumpsuit.” 
 
    “I know,” Trey said. “I told you it would all sound crazy.” Trey raised his eyes. “Until today, he always wore a hat too.” 
 
    “Is that important?” 
 
    “He--” Trey swallowed. “It always hid its eyes. Always wore a hat pulled low so you couldn't really see them.” 
 
    Dewhurst nodded and scribbled something down on the paper. “That's something I can use,” he drawled. He closed the notebook and placed the pen beside it. He tented his hands and locked eyes with Trey. “You think there's a monster out there.” Trey nodded. “I believe in human monsters,” Dewhurst said softly. “And I believe you saw something, Mr. Leger. And we're going to catch him.” 
 
    Trey swallowed again. “Thank you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Don't mention it. I'm going to call your wife, Trey. I'll have her come pick you up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    The cold wind bit through his jacket. Trey shivered, but refused to go back inside. Although the station was actually off to the side of downtown, the tall Houston buildings made the city into a wind tunnel turning a stiff breeze into a strong wind, and a strong wind into a hurricane. Every few minutes, an officer or two walked past, coming from or going to their patrol cars. Occasionally, they led in a person in cuffs. 
 
    Evening was fast approaching. The clouds had thickened, all but hiding the sun save for a gentle glow toward the west. He'd been standing in the cold for at least ten minutes, waiting for Carolyn to pick him up. He wrapped his arms around himself. It was damned cold and getting colder. He fought the urge to walk back into the station. It was warm inside, but he didn't want to see Dewhurst. And he sure as hell didn't want all those cops staring at him; he felt creeped out enough. 
 
    Dewhurst. The guy said he believed in human monsters, but Trey didn't know what that meant. At first he thought perhaps the detective was making fun of him, dismissing the story as delusion, but Trey wondered. 
 
    The detective seemed sympathetic. No, Trey thought, that's the wrong word. Was it possible he'd seen something like that in his life? 
 
    Dewhurst had left him in the interrogation room for a while after their conversation. When he returned, he wore a grim smile and put a hot cup of coffee in front of Trey. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” the man drawled, “drink this, will you?”  
 
    Trey had smirked. “Any particular reason why?”  
 
    Dewhurst nodded. “You're pale, Mr.-- Trey. Very pale.” Dewhurst sat down across from him again. “Think perhaps you need something hot to drink.” 
 
    “Okay.” He took the coffee cup and sipped. The black liquid scorched his tongue, causing him to grunt. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dewhurst said. “Freshly made just for you.” Trey said nothing and placed the coffee cup back down. Dewhurst stared at him. “Called your wife,” he said in his soft drawl. 
 
    “I'll bet that was fun.” 
 
    The detective chuckled. “I only told her you were here and needed a ride. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” Trey said with mock gratitude. He blew on the styrofoam cup, steam blowing back into his eyes and face, making him feel more awake. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    Trey said nothing, only nodded.  
 
    “You didn't tell your wife you were coming down here, did you?”  
 
    Trey shook his head. “No. She thinks Dick and I came down to Houston to go disc shopping.”  
 
    Dewhurst's eyebrows raised. “Disc shopping?”  
 
    Another sip of the hot coffee. It didn't burn him this time. The black liquid warmed his throat before exploding in his belly.  
 
    “Frisbees. We play frisbee golf.” Trey placed the cup back down on the table. “Guess we won't be doing that again anytime soon,” he muttered. 
 
    “You,” Dewhurst said softly, “look a little less peaked.” Trey looked into the man's gaunt smile and felt like hitting him. “Glad to see that.” 
 
    “What's your game, Detective?” Trey asked in a growl. 
 
    Dewhurst's smile flat-lined. “My game is trying to figure out who slaughtered at least three children and wrapped them up like they were going to be sold at Hubble and Hudson's premium meat counter.” 
 
    Trey blanched.  
 
    “You haven't helped me out all that much, Trey.”  
 
    The meat. Flesh enclosed in Ziplock bags. Coils of grey intestines wound together like sausage for sale. The strange crimson scrawl of symbols on each bag. Buckets filled with a dark, frozen liquid. 
 
    Dewhurst's worried grimace was inches from Trey's face. “Trey?” the man said, loud enough to hurt Trey's ears. 
 
    Trey leaned back in the chair, causing the legs to tip. Dewhurst quickly placed a hand on his shoulder, steadying him back to the floor. 
 
    “Easy, sir,” Dewhurst whispered.  
 
    “I--” Trey tried to speak, but his voice came out in a croak.  
 
    Dewhurst patted his shoulder and retreated a little, giving Trey some space.  
 
    “Thank you,” Trey said.  
 
    Dewhurst nodded. “You okay?”  
 
    Trey nodded. “I, um, have a type of epilepsy.”  
 
    “Absent seizures,” Dewhurst nodded. “Yeah, I know.” Dewhurst pointed to the cup. “Go ahead, drink your coffee.” He walked back around the table and sat in his chair. 
 
    The coffee was much cooler now. He swallowed a mouthful and placed the nearly empty cup back on the table. “Jesus,” he whispered, “how long?” 
 
    Dewhurst shrugged. “Couple of minutes.” Trey cursed. “Happens when you get stressed?” 
 
    Trey said nothing, but nodded. 
 
    Dewhurst's phone dinged. The man sighed, pulled his cell from the inside pocket of his jacket and checked the screen. He grimaced and then placed it back in the pocket. “Okay,” Dewhurst whispered. “Your wife said she'd be here in about forty minutes.” He looked down at his watch. “You shouldn't have to wait much longer.” He rose from his chair. “I have to go now, Trey. You can wait in here if you like.” 
 
    “Need some air, Detective.” 
 
    “Okay, Trey. I'll escort you outside.” The man's smile grew wide and genuine. “Let's get you another cup of coffee.” 
 
    35 miles to the north, Trey's house waited for he, Carolyn, and Alan to walk through the door and make it a home again. How long would Dick's house wait in silence for its owner to come home? 
 
    Dewhurst had told him which hospital Dick was in. The cops were waiting for him to wake up so they could talk to him, but Trey was certain the doctor would keep them at bay even if Dick woke up and wanted to talk. 
 
    Trey sighed. What the fuck had they been thinking? 
 
    No one would believe them. No one would take the psychotic and his pot-smoking neighbor seriously. The Ice Cream Man. 
 
    Fuck. The kids all loved him. “Except for Alan,” Trey whispered aloud. What did Alan see when he looked at the...the thing? Does he see what I see? Trey shivered again. 
 
    The face. The thing in the shadows peering at him over Dick's shoulder, all teeth and scarred flesh. The stench of rot and offal. But the worst part had been that maniacal, malevolent grin. When it had spoken and pointed at him, Trey had nearly wet his pants. That sound was the most terrifying thing he'd ever heard in his life. 
 
    But where had it gone? Its lair was covered. Dewhurst said the warehouse was a cornucopia of forensic evidence and the techs would be there well into the evening. Although Dewhurst didn't say it, Trey was certain the cops would be staking it out as well. They had its van and its food. 
 
    What would happen when it got hungry again? 
 
    Trey looked up as a car pulled in. Carolyn smiled and waved at him. Trey returned the smile and walked to the car. Something past the car caught his eye and he looked up as he opened the door. Standing near a street lamp across from the police station, something glowed in the day's soft light. A tall bum wrapped in a trench coat, a baseball cap pulled low over its face so that just a pair of eyes shone from beneath. They looked as yellow as the arc-sodium street lights. 
 
    Trey shook his head and looked back. The bum was gone. 
 
    He opened the door and got in. He turned to Carolyn as he fastened his seat-belt. “Thanks for--” 
 
    She slapped his cheek. The brilliant pain lit up the side of his face. Trey blinked at her, mouth open. She reached across and hugged him. “Scared the shit out of me,” she whispered. When she pulled back from him, he saw redness in her eyes. 
 
    “I--” Trey swallowed. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Trey,” she said, “how the fuck did you think I was going to react to a call from the police?” 
 
    He dropped his head to his chest. “I'm sorry, baby,” he whispered.  
 
    “Where is Dick?”  
 
    Trey looked up at her, fighting back his own tears. “Dick had a heart attack.”  
 
    She blinked at him, her lip quivering. “What--”  
 
    Trey nodded. “He's in the hospital.”  
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” she whispered. “Is he--”  
 
    “I don't know. The cops told me he's stable.”  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she said. “Where is he?”  
 
    “ICU at Ben Taub,” Trey said. 
 
    “We need to go--” She frowned at Trey. “Jesus. You have blood all over your shirt.” Trey looked down at the dark streaks on his sweater and nodded. “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    Trey shook his head. “It's-- It's not my blood,” he breathed. 
 
    She wiped away a tear and put the car in gear. “I'm taking you home,” she said. “We'll get Alan and then figure out what to do.” 
 
    The car moved slowly out into the intersection. Carolyn wiped at her face again and got up to speed. Trey watched her hands gripping the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white. 
 
    “Dick didn't just have a heart attack, did he?” Carolyn asked after a few minutes. 
 
    Trey shook his head. His whisper was barely audible above the sound of the wind raking across the car. “No.” 
 
    “What did you do, Trey?” she asked, her words an accusation. 
 
    He hadn't dragged Dick down there. Dick had dragged him. It had been Dick's idea to go see the Ice Cream Man. Dick had wanted-- 
 
    “Trey!” she yelled. Her hand grasped his left, her fingers tight against his own. 
 
    “I--” Trey said. They were on the tollway now, the freeways long behind them. “How long?” 
 
    “Too long. Too damned long.” She exhaled through her teeth. “Taking you home, baby. You can tell me later.” 
 
    Trey closed his eyes. “Just don't leave me alone,” he whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    The world was sleeping, except for Trey. He had finally admitted to himself that dreamland was a forbidden place, and stepped out of bed. The day's clouds had finally moved off, leaving a crystal chipped clear night and plummeting temperature. Even with his robe wrapped about him and his feet enclosed in the fuzzy, monster slippers, the cold seeped into his bones. 
 
    Trey stood in Alan's bedroom doorway watching his son sleep. The boy's hair was already a mess, tufts springing out in all directions against his white pillow. The grey bedspread was wrapped around him along with the blanket and sheet. Trey smiled. It didn't matter how tucked in the sheets were, Alan would have them wrapped around himself before the night was done. Especially if it was cold. 
 
    His wife was another world-class cover stealer. Sometimes he would wake to find his feet hanging out from beneath the twisted sheets and blankets. He'd have to fight her for the covers, twisting them back from beneath her just so he could keep from freezing to death. She never stole the covers after they made love, though. That night, she hadn't twitched. 
 
    All the adrenaline of the day, the stress, terror, all felt very distant, as though it had happened to someone else in another lifetime. Then he closed his eyes, and before sleep could take him, he remembered that Dick was still in the hospital. Still in ICU for observation. That's what kept him awake. 
 
    That and the face of the thing. 
 
    When they had reached home, Carolyn had made him wait in the garage until she ushered Alan to his bathroom for a quick soak--she didn't want the boy to see all the blood on Trey's sweater. Trey had stripped in the laundry room, rubbing cleaning solution on the blood stains. He'd pulled a fresh shirt from the dryer and quickly dressed himself. 
 
    Once Alan was through with his bath, Carolyn ordered Chinese. The three of them ate, both Carolyn and Trey pretending that Dick had only had an accident. Trey didn't think Alan believed them. The boy was too smart for that, but to Trey's amazement, he didn't push it either. 
 
    It wasn't until after Alan was finally in bed that Carolyn sat next to him on the couch and held his good hand. 
 
    “All right, baby,” she whispered, “what happened?” 
 
    Her voice was soft, her face expressionless. Trey had wanted to melt under her stare. He'd opened his mouth to speak and then closed it with a sharp click. What could he tell her? That he and Dick had wandered into a serial killer's lair? That he'd seen the zip-locked body parts of at least three children stacked like steaks in a meat market? 
 
    What he'd told her wasn't a lie, it just wasn't everything. The break-in, the discovery of murder victims, and the attack were all he managed. While he spoke of the attack, he'd had a seizure. A short one, but it was enough for Carolyn to let him off the hook. 
 
    When he finished, she sat silent for a moment, her eyes glued to the far wall. “You didn't tell me you were going.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed. 
 
    She swung her eyes to stare into his. Her expressionless face flushed red, the corners of her mouth turned down. “So you lied to me.” It wasn't a question, but a statement of fact. “Why?” 
 
    “I didn't want you to worry.” 
 
    “Worry?” she asked, her eyebrows raised. “Why the fuck would I worry, Trey?” she spat. “Why would I worry about you two assholes playing vigilante? Why wouldn't you want me to know you were going out there to get yourself fucking killed?” A tear dripped off the end of her nose. “You didn't want me to know,” she said in a vicious whisper, “because you knew I'd talk you out of it.” 
 
    For a moment, Trey said nothing. Finally, he nodded. “And I didn't want you to worry that I'd finally gone insane.” 
 
    She barked an unhappy laugh. “Finally?” She shook her head. “Jesus, Trey. I can't believe you dragged Dick--” 
 
    “No,” he said, “you are not going to make this my fault, Carolyn.” He clenched his fist, the knuckles cracking. “Dick was going to go with or without me. Period.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “We both needed to know.” He drew in a deep shuddering breath. “We both needed to see.” 
 
    “Why, Trey? Why couldn't you--” 
 
    “Because it could have been Alan!” Trey shouted. His voice broke as his son's name crossed his lips. He shook his head at the shocked expression on Carolyn's face. “Because, it could have been my boy,” he whispered. “It could have been our boy, Carolyn.” 
 
    Trey broke down and held his head in his hands, unable to stop sobbing. 
 
    Carolyn let it go, helping to calm him down. After a tandem shower, they'd fallen into bed and into one another's arms. Carolyn had fallen asleep soon after. But not Trey. 
 
    He left Alan's bedroom, quietly closing the door behind him. He walked down the carpeted stairs and into the foyer. He looked out the windows toward Dick's house. Dark. Cold. Empty. He brushed a hand against his face, wiping away a stray tear. That thing could have killed them both. Could have. 
 
    Why hadn't it? Trey glanced at his study door. His machines would be waiting for him, sleeping quietly like the rest of the house. He thought about Googling monsters. Who the fuck knew what the thing was? There was no name for it. No hint as to where it had come from. 
 
    What had Dick seen, he wondered. Had he seen the same thing Trey had? What if it was still just his brain sliding into that delusional state, seeing something that wasn't really there? 
 
    The thing...what if it was just a man? Just a man holding a knife, and snarling in a foreign language? Could be just a man. The guy who cut the tattoos off those people, he was just a man. Not some monster from a horror movie. Just a man. Yet... 
 
    Trey shivered. The Grubby Man was just a man too, although it had taken him decades to realize that. Not a monster, just a man. A mentally ill man. 
 
    “Like me,” Trey whispered. His own voice made him shiver. The sound of it, so weak and raspy, seemed to echo in the foyer. 
 
    “I believe in human monsters,” Dewhurst had said. Trey nodded to himself in the darkness. The Grubby Man. The Ice Cream Man. Human beings who did monstrous things. 
 
    Trey yawned and looked at the stairs. His wife would be snoring. His son would be curled up in the blankets still, perhaps rolling in his sleep to a new position. Trey took one last look out the window and then made his way to the second floor. 
 
    He walked to the linen closet and paused with his hand on the knob. He took a deep breath and opened it, half expecting a pair of green eyes to stare back at him, and opened the door. Nothing but bed linen. He exhaled and tried to ignore the pounding of his heart. 
 
    He pulled a heavy blanket and a spare pillow out as quietly as he could. He didn't bother closing the door. Walking heel to toe, he once again entered Alan's room. He put the pillow down next to Alan's bed and slowly lay down on the carpet. Once he was covered in the blanket, he closed his eyes, listening to Alan's breathing. In no time at all, he was finally asleep.

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Trey felt pressure on his chest and opened his eyes. A face was nose to nose with him. He choked back a scream before he realized it was Alan. “Hello, Daddy,” Alan chuckled. “You're not supposed to sleep in my room.” The boy was crouched atop him, each leg to the side with his rump on Trey's bladder. Alan kissed his father's nose and then giggled. 
 
    “You,” Trey groaned as the boy slowly bucked up and down, “better get off me if you don't want me to pee all over you!” Each word exploded with a puff of air. 
 
    Alan squealed and then leaped off his father. 
 
    Trey moaned and rolled on to his side. “Now I really have to pee!” he whined. 
 
    “Daddy has to pee-ee! Daddy has to pee-ee!” Alan sang, dancing from one foot to the other. He stopped as Trey stood up. His smile dropped. “You know what, Daddy?” Trey blinked at him. Alan leaned forward. “Now I have to pee!” Alan ran giggling from the room. 
 
    Trey sat up. His bladder really did feel like it was going to explode. He headed out Alan's door, not bothering to pick up his blanket or pillow, and stumbled into the hallway. He walked into the bedroom. Carolyn was already gone and it was nearly 730. 
 
    Trey cursed as he made his way to the master bathroom. He flipped up the lid, held himself, and paused, waiting for the stream to start. His bladder burned, the pressure more uncomfortable every second until the plumbing started to work. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alan's voice called from the hallway. “Are we walking to school?” 
 
    Brow furrowed, Trey turned his head slightly toward the open door. “Why wouldn't we?” 
 
    “It's cold, Daddy. Very cold.”  
 
    Trey grinned. “Tough. Put on some warm clothes, kid. And deal.”  
 
    “Okay!” Alan yelled back.  
 
    As soon as he finished and tucked himself back into his pajama shorts, Trey turned to the closet. The closet. Since the hospital, he hadn't felt nervous about entering it. He knew there was nothing there but clothes. Trey smiled. “Wonder if there's room in there for my stuff?” he said aloud.  
 
    Without turning on the light, Trey walked into the large closet. The walk-in was at least three times larger than the space the Grubby Man had kept him in. Trey sighed. “Fucker,” he said softly and walked back out. 
 
    No time to take a shower. He'd have to get dressed quickly and get Alan some breakfast. Trey stripped off his pajama bottoms and walked naked to the chest of drawers. He pulled out a t-shirt, a pair of socks, thought about underwear and decided against it. He was going to wear jeans anyway. Dressing in silence, Trey wondered how Dick was doing. That was a call he'd have to make once he got Alan to school. 
 
    “Alan?” Trey called as he pulled on his socks. “Are you dressed?”  
 
    “Yes, Daddy!”  
 
    As he stepped out of the bedroom, he pulled on a sweater and made his way to the stairs. “Come on, kid, let's get you some breakfast.” 
 
    They sat at the table. Alan wolfed down his mini-wheats while Trey drank coffee. Alan put down his spoon, crunching the last of the cereal between his teeth. 
 
    “Daddy? Is Dick going to be okay?” 
 
    Trey took another sip of the coffee. “Yeah. I'm going to go see him today, kiddo.” 
 
    “Will you tell him I said hello?”  
 
    “Sure will,” Trey said. “You about ready to get to school?”  
 
    Alan's brow furrowed. “Why were you sleeping in my room?”  
 
    “Because,” Trey said, putting down his cup, “Mommy kept stealing the covers.”  
 
    The boy giggled. “That's not why.”  
 
    “Yes it is.”  
 
    “No, it's not,” Alan said, still laughing.  
 
    Trey leaned forward, his face inches from his son's. “Because I wanted to be in the same room as you. That's all.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just wanted to,” Trey said. “You got a hat?” Alan pulled a snow cap from his jacket pocket and waved it in his father's face. “Good. Let's do it.” 
 
    They walked out the door and into the cold. Trey shivered. Alan donned his gloves in silence as they made their way down the driveway. Trey cursed himself for not bringing gloves and a hat himself. Alan stopped in the driveway staring at Dick's house. 
 
    “What's wrong, kiddo?” Trey asked. 
 
    “Dick's not home,” the boy said. “Does that mean his house is lonely?” 
 
    Trey laughed. “Yeah, something like that.” A black SUV passed by the driveway, heading to the T. Trey never could remember the neighbor's name. “Come on, kid. We gotta get moving.” 
 
    They walked in silence. Many cars and SUVs passed them on the way out of the neighborhood or on the way to the schools. Although most of the children on their block were much older than Alan, the high school and middle school weren't far from the elementary school. It made every school morning complete bedlam for traffic, and always reminded Trey how happy he was not to drive. 
 
    Trey slowed his pace as they came upon a stop sign. The James Keel notice was still up, but a new one had joined it. Another picture of another boy below it with the word “MISSING” in large type. “Bryan Greely,” Trey said aloud. He looked down at Alan. “Do you know him?” 
 
    Alan looked up at Trey and shook his head. “No, Daddy. But I think he goes to my school.” 
 
    Three bodies. At least three bodies in the warehouse. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he took Alan's hand, “let's get moving.” They crossed the street in silence and continued down the path. The cold began biting into Trey's ears and hands with reckless hunger. He kept one hand in his pocket, the other still clasped around Alan's. “I'm cold,” Trey said aloud. “See, this is what happens when Daddy doesn't take his own advice.” 
 
    “So why didn't you?”  
 
    “Because I'm dumb,” Trey laughed.  
 
    “No, you're not,” Alan said. “You just forget things sometimes.”  
 
    “Sometimes,” Trey agreed.  
 
    “Daddy?” Alan asked, looking up at him.  
 
    “Yes, son?”  
 
    “You seem better.” Trey said nothing.  
 
    The image of the thing from the warehouse, saliva dripping from its exposed canines, flesh pulsating in fevered breaths, filled his mind. Trey shook it off. “I am better,” he said. 
 
    As they entered the school-yard, Alan stopped and turned to his father. “You going to be here to walk me home?” 
 
    Trey smiled. “I will, kiddo. I'll be here.” 
 
    Alan readjusted his pack. “Okay, Daddy,” he said. Trey bent down and Alan kissed his cheek. “See you later.” 
 
    “Okay, Alan.” He watched as his son walked quickly toward the school entrance and joined the horde of students heading in. The school buzzer went off in two sharp bursts. Ten minutes to class. Trey grinned. He'd still managed to get Alan to school early. With a shivering sigh, Trey turned and started back to the house. As he passed more traffic signs, he realized the Greely missing notices were on every one of them. 
 
    Three bodies.  
 
    The cold bit, but he wasn't certain it was why he was still shivering. 
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    Just as Trey walked in out of the cold, his phone rang. He pulled it from his jeans pocket, teeth still chattering, and looked at the number. It wasn't one he recognized. Bracing himself for another telemarketer, he pressed the phone and held it to his ear. “Hello?”  
 
    “Mr. Leger?”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “This is Detective Dewhurst,” the caller drawled. “May I have a moment of your time?”  
 
    Trey took in a deep breath. “Good morning, sir. Sure.”  
 
    “Are you going to be available today to answer some more questions? This afternoon, perhaps?”  
 
    “I'm going to go see Dick,” Trey said. “If he's awake.”  
 
    “Ah,” Dewhurst said. “That's actually a good thing. Last I checked, they moved him out of ICU and into a regular room.” Dewhurst paused. In the background, Trey heard the sounds of a truck backing up and voices. “What time do you think you'll be there?” 
 
    How the fuck was he going to get to the medical center? “I, um, I don't drive, Detective. I'll have to find a way to get there.”  
 
    “You don't drive?” Dewhurst asked, shock in his voice. 
 
    “Um, no. I'd rather not--” 
 
    “How do you get around Houston and not drive? That's gotta be a pain.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “It is, sir. It is. I'll try and be there around 11:30 or so.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dewhurst said. “I'll be there around 12:30. I have to wrap up a few things here first. I have questions I can ask, but I'd rather they be in person.” 
 
    Trey didn't like the sinking feeling in his gut. Dewhurst sounded anxious and excited at the same time. “Sure,” he said. “Sure.” 
 
    “Mr. Leger?” Dewhurst asked. “You okay?” 
 
    With a sigh, Trey clucked his tongue. “Yeah. No. Maybe. Look, I'll see you at the hospital.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Dewhurst said. The line went dead. 
 
    Trey pocketed the phone and tapped his foot. He had to get downtown. Fuck. There were only two ways to do it. Take a cab or take the bus. Trey picked up his wallet and looked inside. Five crisp twenties. It would be enough for one way. But he'd have to take the bus to get back. He sighed and went to his computer. 
 
    Cab companies in The Woodlands were few and far between, but they did exist--they just cost an arm and a leg. Plus, 30 miles just to get downtown was not a small distance for the meter. Trey pulled up the number for a cab company and started dialing. 
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    He'd called Carolyn while in the cab and told her where he was going. She asked if he thought he would be home in time to walk Alan from school. He assured her he would. When the cab reached the Medical Center, Trey gave up four twenties to pay the fare. The driver grumbled about the small tip. He felt bad not giving the driver more, but Trey knew he'd have to hang on to the last twenty to pay for the train and the buses to get back home. 
 
    The Medical Center was bustling. Nurses and doctors wearing jackets over their scrubs walked along the wide sidewalks beside the light rail. They held coffee or sodas in their cold hands, looking dazed as they stepped off the train and onto the platforms. Others departed from the medical buildings, heading to the train. Shift change. Trey watched the shivering mass of people as they passed one another. 
 
    People on canes, walkers, and crutches wandered the sidewalks, heading to or from their doctors' offices. Tests. Medication. Every one seemed to come here to see a specialist at some point or another. Trey walked through them, heading toward the tall white building jutting from the street. 
 
    He thought about entering through the emergency entrance, but one look inside told him that was a bad idea. The waiting room was stuffed with Latinos wearing denim and holding their coughing children as well as street people of various colors hiding in the building's warmth. During the winter months, when the temperature might actually drop below 50, the emergency rooms were filled to the brim with uninsured people. 
 
    Trey headed toward the hospital's main entrance around the corner. 
 
    The cold air retreated as he walked through the revolving door. The wide foyer was strangely empty save for the counter staffed by two women dressed in white. Trey shivered off the last of the cold, enjoying the relatively warm air. He walked to the counter. One of the two staffers looked up at him with casual boredom. “May I help you?” she asked in a husky voice. 
 
    “Hi,” Trey stuttered. “I'm here to see a patient.” She stared at him and pursed her lips. The pause lingered. “Oh,” Trey said and blushed, “his name is Dick Dickerson.” 
 
    Her lips curved up in a smile, but her eyes were stern. Trey wanted to ask how a stick had gotten shoved up her ass, but said nothing. 
 
    “He's in room 334,” she said. “Visiting time ends in an hour.”  
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    “Elevator's over there.” She pointed toward the bank to the left.  
 
    Trey walked toward them and made his way into an open elevator. He stabbed the button for floor three. The door closed and Trey felt the pressure on his feet as the elevator rose. Trey felt a little claustrophobic, but it wasn't the usual weight that threatened to crush his brain into jelly. He wondered for the second time if those days were finally over. 
 
    The elevator dinged and the doors opened to a scene of busy people doing busy things. The nurse's station was alive with conversation and clacking keys. Families waited in a row of cushioned seats, all looking as though they hadn't slept in days. Trey stepped out, nervous to see so many people. A cart made its way down one of the halls. 
 
    Trey looked up at the signs. Rooms 300-350 were on the far hallway. With a deep breath, Trey walked in that direction. 
 
    He passed open doors with people coughing, quiet conversation, and the occasional moan of pain. All the rooms on that side were private, but that didn't change the fact it was a hospital. The sounds of oxygen machines, the beeps of monitors, were all wrapped up in a quiet, but ever pervasive drone. 
 
    As Trey reached room 334, he stopped next to the entry. How would Dick react when he saw him? 
 
    “Shit,” Trey thought, “I should have called.” He steeled himself, forced a smile, and walked into the room. 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks. Dick's body was stretched out on the bed, his face pale and haggard. Clear, plastic oxygen tubes snaked up his nostrils. Although he was covered in blankets, he shivered. 
 
    “Dick? You awake?” Trey asked from the doorway. 
 
    Dick's eyes slowly opened. He turned his head, blinking into the light. A wan smile lit his face. “Yeah,” he said in a raspy whisper. “I'm awake.” Dick raised his right hand a little, waving Trey in. 
 
    “You look like shit.” Trey said it with the best smile he could manage, forcing a chuckle as he finished the sentence. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Dick said back. 
 
    “So,” Trey said, grabbing a chair and pulling it to the bed, “want to go play some disc golf?” 
 
    Dick held up his middle finger. “Suck it,” he said between breaths, smiling. 
 
    “That's better. You already look more alive.” Trey shook his head, his smile fading. Dick looked bad. Very bad. “What they say?” 
 
    “Had a heart attack,” he said in a breathy whisper. “You know, that thing where your heart fucks up.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Yeah, I heard that, but what else did they say?” 
 
    Beads of sweat dotted Dick's forehead as well as his face. He shivered once more. “Have a fever,” Dick said. “They're not sure what caused it.” Dick idly scratched at his chest. “Guess the fucker cut me with something that wasn't sterilized.” 
 
    Trey sat up. “Dick? Can you tell me what you saw?” 
 
    Dick closed his eyes, his face turned down in a frown. “Don't-- Don't know. Doesn't make sense.” 
 
    “Dick? I need to know, man. What did you see?”  
 
    “You're the crazy one,” Dick breathed. “You tell me.”  
 
    Trey blew out a hiss between his teeth. “I-- I saw it. The thing.”  
 
    “The thing,” Dick repeated.  
 
    “Yeah,” Trey agreed. “The thing.”  
 
    “You remember those aisles of boxes?” he asked. Trey nodded. “I-- I had my flashlight pointed down there. Saw something move.” Dick turned his head and coughed. It sounded like broken glass being shaken in a jar. “It came up from the floor, Trey.” He stared into Trey's eyes with a haunted look. “Like it had been there all along, scuttling, or slithering there.” 
 
    Trey felt a shiver creep up his spine. Dick pointed toward the water bottle sitting on a metal tray. Trey picked it up and placed the straw between Dick's chapped lips. Dick managed a few sips from it before letting the plastic straw pop from his mouth. He nodded. 
 
    “You're welcome.” 
 
    “Bastard rose up from the floor,” Dick said. “Stood there. I--” Dick swallowed a sob. “I just froze, man. The flashlight beam lit up those, those teeth. The lips. Saliva dripping...” Dick shook his head, tears leak- ing from his tired eyes. “I just froze.” 
 
    “Shh,” Trey said. He reached out and held Dick's hand. The skin was hot and clammy. “It's okay, Dick. No more, man. Just let--” 
 
    “It said something to me. Said something. And then those claws...” Dick let the words drift off, his eyes closing tight. “It attacked me. One swipe.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trey agreed. A tear tried to escape his eyes, but he fought it. “It's over now.” 
 
    “The cops,” Dick said, swallowing hard, “they get him yet?”  
 
    Trey shook his head. “No, Dick. But they will.”  
 
    Dick opened his eyes, struggled to sit up, and clenched Trey's hand. “Did you tell them?” he asked, his voice practically a yell.  
 
    Trey flinched. “I told them--”  
 
    “Did you tell them he's--he's not human?”  
 
    Trey opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it.  
 
    “They wouldn't believe us anyway,” Dick whispered. He closed his eyes. Dick's grip went limp. Trey tucked his friend's hand back under the sheets, but refused to let go. He sat, watching Dick's chest rise and fall in an uneven, ill rhythm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Leger?” a quiet voice asked.  
 
    Trey's eyes fluttered open. For a moment, he didn't know where he was. He felt something warm and clammy in his left hand and turned to look. He was still holding Dick's hand. “Shit,” he whispered. 
 
    “Trey?” the quiet voice said. 
 
    Trey turned and looked at the room's door. Dressed in a crisp suit, not a hair out of place, Detective Dewhurst stood in the doorway with a calm, almost disinterested expression on his face. 
 
    He looked back at Dick. His friend was still asleep, his breathing uneven and shallow. Trey let go Dick's hand. It dropped without resistance. He tucked Dick's hand back under the sheet. “Get better,” he whispered. 
 
    As quietly as possible, Trey stood from the chair and walked to the door. He fought the urge to turn and look back at his friend. Dewhurst nodded toward the hallway. Trey returned the nod and the two men left the open doorway. They walked in silence toward the bank of elevators, Dewhurst in the lead. Trey's back twinged. He wondered how long he'd been asleep in that chair, listening to his friend struggle to breathe. 
 
    Dewhurst turned around. “Cafeteria?” he drawled. 
 
    Trey shook his head. “I need a smoke.” Dewhurst smiled and then nodded. The elevator took its time in coming, but it gave Trey a moment to shake off the sleep. He stood as straight as he could and then leaned back from the waist. His back popped like bubble wrap. Even with the din of the nurse's station, it was loud enough for Dewhurst to raise an eyebrow at him. They rode the elevator in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    When the doors opened on the lobby, Trey walked out, Dewhurst following, and headed toward the revolving glass doors. The cold bit into him immediately. After the hospital's warmth, the air seemed colder than ever. Shivering, Trey pulled out his pack of smokes, slotted one between his lips and lit up, his teeth chattering. 
 
    “Nasty habit,” Dewhurst said with a smile. “Mind passing one over?” 
 
    Trey blinked at him and then silently handed over the pack and his lighter. 
 
    “Used to smoke these all the time. Afraid the department frowns on it, but every once in a while, I just have to have one.” Trey nodded, looking at the sky. “How is Mr. Dickerson?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. “Bad fever. I talked with the nurse a little after I convinced her to let me stay.” Trey took a long drag. “She said the heart attack was minor. The infection that's causing the fever may require them to send him back to ICU.” Trey exhaled smoke from his nostrils and turned to regard Dewhurst. “Guess he didn't get off so light after all.” 
 
    “I'm sorry to hear that.”  
 
    “What did you want to talk about, Detective?” Trey asked.  
 
    “Are you, um,” Dewhurst coughed into a hand, “sure you're up to talking about yesterday?” Trey nodded. Dewhurst cleared his throat. “After he attacked Mr. Dickerson, why didn't he attack you?” 
 
    Trey shrugged. “I don't know, Detective. He could have.” Trey turned from the slate sky to regard Dewhurst. “I was on the floor, behind Dick. All I had was the damned flashlight in my hands. I'd sort of dropped the wrecking bar.” Trey blushed against the cold. “Afraid I didn't make much of a stand.” 
 
    Dewhurst nodded. “Doesn't make sense, though, does it? I mean after he attacked Mr. Dickerson, sounds like he could have killed both of you. Or at least attacked you without any interference from Mr. Dickerson.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey said. The taste of the cigarette grew sour, and the sudden surge of acid in his stomach didn't make it any better. Trey ignored both and took another long drag. “Maybe he thought we'd already called you guys,” Trey said. “Fuck, I don't know, Detective.” 
 
    “There was another freezer,” Dewhurst said quietly. 
 
    Trey dropped his cigarette to the concrete sidewalk. The breeze rolled it away into the street. “Another freezer?” 
 
    Dewhurst nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Do I want to know?” The sudden pained expression on Dewhurst's face gave him the answer. “Fuck.” 
 
    “We figure six children. Altogether. Six, Mr. Leger. Six.”  
 
    Trey shook his head. “How is that... You identified them, yet?”  
 
    Dewhurst shook his head. “It'll be days before we manage that. Going to have to go against missing persons and then against dental records. By the looks of things, I will bet that the other four children were from the poorer side of town. Maybe from one of the wards.” 
 
    “But how could he have done this for so long without getting caught?” Trey asked. 
 
    “Oh, I know the answer to that one.” The Detective snapped his cigarette between his index finger and thumb. The burning tip fell off and fluttered in the wind. He pocketed the butt. “Kids go missing all the time, Mr. Leger. They go missing in the wards more often than I'd like to admit. It's normal, I guess. And I'll be frank for a moment.” The Detective cleared his throat. “Some of the poorer members of the city don't exactly trust the police. And I guarantee you some of these kids belonged to illegal aliens. And they definitely don't trust us. So they use the gangs to go looking for their kids.” 
 
    Trey shook his head and then furrowed his brow. “Do you think that's why it--I mean, he, moved on?” 
 
    Dewhurst shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe one of them tracked him down, figured out what he was doing. Maybe they started asking questions. Either way, he moved his hunting grounds up north.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “Where no one would believe it could be him.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Dewhurst said. “Just maybe.”  
 
    “So now what?”  
 
    “Well,” Dewhurst said, “we have an APB out on him, although we really don't have much of a description.” Dewhurst coughed into his hand. “The, um, description you gave is not exactly one we can use.” 
 
    “I thought I saw something on the way out of the station last night.”  
 
    Dewhurst cocked an eyebrow. “Really? And what might that be?”  
 
    “I thought I saw, well, I saw a tall homeless man. He stood on the street opposite the station. And he, well-- he looked like the guy.”  
 
    The detective nodded. “It would be a good disguise,” he said to himself. “I'll add that to the APB, sir. That's good information to have.” Dewhurst shivered. “I think it's time for us to get out of the cold, Mr. Leger.” Trey nodded. “Would you like a ride home, Trey, or you going to stay a while longer?”  
 
    “I think,” Trey said with a smile, “I should stay. I have the buses to get home.” He offered his hand to the detective. “But thanks for the offer.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Dewhurst said with a grin. The man ran his hand through his thinning hair. “You have a good day, Mr. Leger, and please let me know if you think of anything else.” 
 
    “You'll let me know if you find anything?”  
 
    “As much as I can,” the detective said.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Dewhurst tipped an imaginary hat and walked toward the parking garage across the street. Trey watched him go. He shivered again in the cold as the breeze bit into him once more. He turned toward the revolving glass door and walked back into the warmth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    After Dewhurst left, Trey started for the elevator. He looked at the clock on the wall. It was already 1300. Trey cursed and pulled out his phone. He'd turned it off while he was in Dick's room, remembering the dictates from the hospital. They claimed the cellular signal interfered with their machines. Trey wasn't sure he believed them, but he'd turned it off anyway. 
 
    He turned it on and waited for it to power up. The hospital lobby was busier, people wandering in and out of the elevators. Although most were dressed in street clothes, he saw quite a few sets of scrubs and wondered if it was lunch-time for the second shift. The phone finished powering up and immediately buzzed. Trey looked at the text messages and saw one from Carolyn. 
 
    Clucking his tongue, he selected her name from the contacts list and pressed her phone number. The phone rang in his ear. “Carolyn Leger.” 
 
    “Hi, honey. It's Trey.” 
 
    The voice no longer sounded tired and bored. “Hi, T. You still at the hospital?” 
 
    Trey nodded in reflex. “Yeah, I'm still here.”  
 
    “How's Dick?” she asked.  
 
    “Not good,” Trey said. He took in a sharp breath. “The heart attack was minor, but he's got a high fever.” 
 
    “What's the doctor say?”  
 
    “Didn't get a chance to talk to anyone except the nurse.”  
 
    Carolyn paused on the other end of the phone. “Trey? Go up there and ask the doctor what's going on. Dick doesn't exactly have anyone but us.” 
 
    Trey nodded to himself. “Yeah, okay. Look, I'll go up and figure out what's going on. I don't know if I'm going to be home in time to pick up Alan, though. Can you leave early and meet him?” 
 
    “Does he know not to wait for you?” she asked. Her voice sounded strained now. Near panic. 
 
    Trey paused. Had he told Alan that? Had he? “I, um, think I told him that, yeah.” 
 
    “Okay,” Carolyn replied. “I'll leave a message at the school for him. Just in case you, um, forgot. Or he does.” 
 
    Trey smiled. “Yeah, okay. Love you, C.”  
 
    “Give Dick my best, T. Call me and let me know, okay?”  
 
    “Sure will.”  
 
    “Love you.”  
 
    The line went dead. Trey turned the phone back off and headed to the elevator. He waited with a large group of people crowding around the bank. He had to wait for the 2nd elevator to get on. Packed. He felt the claustrophobia trying to blanket and strangle him but he pushed it away. Just people, he told himself, just people. Nothing to worry about with all the people. 
 
    When the doors finally opened to the third floor, Trey breathed out a long sigh and stepped off. The nurse's station was empty save for a single woman. An alarm was going off at the desk. The nurse behind the counter typed frantically on a computer. He walked toward Dick's hallway and stopped. The alarm was louder. He watched as three people ran into Dick's room. Trey blinked. “Fuck,” he whispered and then he was running too. 
 
    He made it to the doorway of room 334 and peered inside. The three people in the room, two in red scrubs, and a young man in blue scrubs, were chattering to one another in frantic voices. The blue scrubbed young man grabbed a pair of paddles and had them on Dick's chest. “Clear!” he called out and then pressed the paddle buttons. Dick's ashen skinned body jumped in the bed. Trey began to cry. The steady, annoying tone continued. 
 
    “Sir?” a voice said from beside him. “Sir?” 
 
    A stabbing pain in his head. His eyes burned, feeling scratched and too dry. “What?” He was still staring into the room. A white sheet covered Dick's body. No one else was in the room with the body. “Where's--” 
 
    “Sir?” the voice said again and Trey felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He turned slightly. The young man in scrubs was beside him, eyes frantic and concerned. “What's going on? Why is--” 
 
    “Sir? Do you have epilepsy?”  
 
    “I--” Trey coughed into his hand. “What happened to Dick?”  
 
    The young man nodded to him. “Let's walk over here, okay?” The man led him by the elbow to an empty room down the hall. Trey wanted to shrug the man off, but he felt strangely weak. He allowed the man to sit him in one of the visitor's chairs. He stared up into the man's blue eyes. “Sir? What's your name?” the man asked as he pulled a penlight from his scrub pocket.  
 
    “Trey Leger,” Trey said in a broken, scratchy voice.  
 
    The man flashed the light into Trey's right eye, then his left. Frowning, the man put the penlight back in the pocket and reached for Trey's wrist. Trey said nothing. “I'm a doctor. You've had an absent seizure.” 
 
    Trey blinked at the doctor as he took Trey's pulse. “Yeah,” Trey said in a flat voice, “I guess I did.” 
 
    “So you've had them before?” 
 
    A tear fell from Trey's eye. “Dick's dead,” he whispered. 
 
    The doctor looked up from his watch. “Mr. Dickerson?” Trey nodded. “I'm sorry, sir. Yes. He is.” Trey tried to shrug off the man's hand, but the young doctor just tightened his grip. “Sir? Please let me do my job. I want to make sure you're okay.” 
 
    “How long was the seizure?” Trey asked.  
 
    “Too long,” the doctor said.  
 
    “How fucking long?” Trey growled.  
 
    The doctor looked up from his watch and took a step backwards. “Five or six minutes, I think. That's how long it took for us to notice you,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Fuck,” Trey whispered. He held his head in his hands.  
 
    “You need to see someone about this immediately,” the doctor said.  
 
    “No,” Trey said, “I need my friend.” The doctor said nothing. Trey sobbed once, wiped away another errant tear, and then stared up at the doctor. “Why? What did he die from?” 
 
    “I don't know,” the doctor said. “His fever spiked. I don't know why.” 
 
    “Will there be an autopsy?” Trey asked. The world felt unreal now, as if it were made of fog and he was somehow trying to walk through it. The doctor's face grimaced. 
 
    “Mr. Leger?” the doctor asked. “Do you see lights?” 
 
    Trey cocked his head and stared at the man. He smiled. “No. I don't. I never have,” Trey said. “Will there be--” 
 
    The doctor nodded. “Yeah, there will be. If the family allows it.” 
 
    “There is no family,” Trey said, standing from the chair. The doctor came forward to try and lower him back down, but Trey shrugged off his hands. “I'm the only family he has,” Trey said. 
 
    The doctor blinked. “Are you on his--” The doctor swallowed hard. “I need you to wait here, Mr. Leger. I'll-- I'll get someone. But I want to make sure you're okay before we let you leave.” 
 
    Trey nodded and watched the man go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    The last meeting of the day. Thank God, Carolyn thought. She wondered if another two hours of meetings would have caused an aneurysm. Her head already pounded from the constant questions. The client, a French company, had sent her one of the dumbest women on the planet. Each time Carolyn answered a question with a negative response, the woman rephrased the question, somehow believing that would change the answer. 
 
    Just when Carolyn was on the verge of saying “The law is the law,” the woman would move on to a new topic and the cycle would repeat. 
 
    Carolyn opened her desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of Excedrin. She popped off the childproof cap, shook three of the tablets into her palm, and dry swallowed. 
 
    “Great,” she thought, “an hour from now and I'll get her idiot stink off my brain.” She stared down at the cell phone on the desk. It had rumbled twice while she was in the meeting. 
 
    She reached for it and checked the screen. Two missed calls from Trey. She sighed and clicked the “messages” button. One message from Trey. She frowned at the phone. Two missed calls, but only a single message. Carolyn pressed the “play” button and listened to the message. 
 
    “He's dead, Carolyn. Dick's dead,” Trey said in a broken voice. “I'm trying to find out what happened and I may be here a while longer.” Trey paused. She could tell he was trying to get control of himself. He cleared his throat. “I'll call you when I know something. I love you.” 
 
    Carolyn stared down at the desk. “Dick,” she whispered, the phone still held to her ear. She slowly placed it on the wooden surface, fighting the urge to throw it against the wall. Dick was dead. Trey sounded... broken. She shook her head. 
 
    3:15. Alan would be leaving school soon. He'd be heading home to an empty house and he would have no idea the neighbor would never be coming home. Carolyn choked back a sob. 
 
    She stared out the window, looking into the darkened sky. It would rain soon, or, God forbid, sleet. The temperature was already hover- ing just above freezing. If any moisture came down, it would turn the streets into a skating rink. 
 
    “I have to get home,” she whispered. 
 
    She quickly packed her valise and placed her laptop inside. Donning her coat, she grabbed both her purse and the valise and headed toward the office door. Traffic was going to be murder. If she left that minute, she might be home in an hour. That was, of course, if everyone else in Houston hadn't noticed the weather and decided to leave at the same time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    The buzzer droned. Instead of a crowd of crazed children heading toward the exit, his classmates moved with slow, trudging steps. Alan knew it was the weather. Too cold outside for recess, they'd played in the gym. Bored and listless, most of the kids headed toward the school parking lot through the front doors. 
 
    Alan headed toward the playground. 
 
    As soon as the glass doors swung open, the cold bit into him like a wild, rabid animal. The sky was dark enough to have tripped the street-lights in the parking lot. Alan walked to the curb and shivered. One of the admins had brought him a note during class, letting him know that Daddy wouldn't be there to pick him up. But he waited anyway. 
 
    He watched the large line of cars that stretched all the way through the next block. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to pick their kids up from school today. Headlights glowed in the street and parking lot. Children silhouetted against the light clambered into cars or, like him, shivered in the cold. Waiting. 
 
    Without thinking he looked toward the group of pines near the schoolyard's edge. No Ice Cream Man. No piercing bells. Alan smiled against the wind. At least he was gone. 
 
    A woman walked toward him from the parking lot. She wore a heavy woolen coat, her hair wound tight in a ponytail. The woman looked tired and a little lost. She looked at Alan and stopped about five feet away from him. “Hi,” she said. 
 
    “Hello,” Alan said. He knew he shouldn't talk to strangers. But she looked so... “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    The woman managed a grim smile. “Do you know my son?” she asked and handed him a small piece of paper. 
 
    He looked at it. Bryan Greely's smiling face stared back at him. Alan shivered. “I know who he is,” he said. “Are you Mrs. Greely?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she whispered. “Have you seen Bryan?” 
 
    The woman looked at him with desperate hope. With a pang of sad- ness, he shook his head. “No, ma'am, I haven't.” The way her expression collapsed into misery hurt some part of him. 
 
    She nodded. He handed the paper back to her, but she shook her head. “Give it to your parents,” she said. “Make sure they know he's missing. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” Alan replied. The woman nodded again and turned around, heading toward the dwindling line of cars. Alan watched her trudge forward, head cast down to the concrete. 
 
    When Daddy was in...that place...Alan had felt like that. Like some part of him was missing. Mrs. Greely didn't know where her boy was. Alan had a feeling she never would. 
 
    He turned away and stared again at the copse of trees. Before the Ice Cream man had turned up, he and Daddy had often walked through those tall pines. Especially during early fall and late spring when the heat was so intense. The cold wind bit through his jacket, causing him to shiver once more. 
 
    Daddy wasn't coming. Mommy wasn't coming. He was going to have to walk. So he better get moving. 
 
    One foot in front of the other, Alan headed toward the trees. So many happy children had sprinted that way, heading toward the Ice Cream Man's van, money held out in front of them. In a way, Alan wished he'd been one of them. Wished Daddy hadn't seen what Daddy had seen. 
 
    Alan made his way beneath the tall pine limbs and out into the street. He looked both ways before crossing. That was something Daddy had made sure he knew to do. 
 
    The cold air was getting more biting by the second. Alan walked fast, trying to make it to the tree-lined main road where he would at least have some protection from it. Cars passed by him, each carrying at least one child. A boy his age, tucked into the back seat of a black sedan, stuck his tongue out at Alan as the car passed by. Alan shook his head and wrapped his arms tighter around himself. 
 
    Usually if Mommy and Daddy couldn't pick him up, Dick would have, but he was in the hospital. The real one. Not the place Daddy had been. 
 
    Alan walked a little faster. Daddy wouldn't tell him what happened, only that Dick had been hurt and he wouldn't be home for a while. 
 
    Alan reached the main road at last. He walked as far to the right as possible, hugging the tree-lined path. More cars passed, heading toward the newer parts of the subdivision. Above him, the wind rushed through the green pines and bare-branched oaks. It was still cold, but at least the wind no longer chomped his skin. 
 
    As Alan walked down the path, still shivering in the cold, he became aware of a different kind of rustling. He turned his head toward the trees. The wind rushed through the tree tops, the bare oak branches clacking together and the pine trees swishing against one another in the breeze. But there was something else. The sound of something walking through dead leaves, its weight cracking against dead limbs and the forest floor. 
 
    But he saw nothing. He heard it, or thought he heard it, but there was nothing to see. That part of the path was thick with pine trees, the branches wide and low before sprouting straight toward the sky. Tall bushes covering the forest floor still held onto their leaves in defiance of the cold weather. 
 
    Alan turned back to the path. The crowd of cars passing by on the road had thinned. The sound in the brush continued as he walked. Alan stopped. The rustling did too. He shivered again and turned his head back toward the trees. Nothing. Still nothing but brush. 
 
    He started walking again as fast as he could without running. Despite the cold, he felt sweaty beneath his jacket. His breathing was rapid, the cold air hurting his lungs. He knew that if he started running, he risked falling down. The idea of crashing to the concrete, flat on his back with the thing in the woods bearing down on him chilled him to the bone. 
 
    Whatever followed him in the woods paused each time he stopped to catch his breath. He was so intent on trying to see what was in the woods that he failed to hear the car's approach until it was already past him. As he watched its tail lights progress into the gathering gloom, a numbness crept into his mind. 
 
    He was alone, out on the road, with whatever was in the trees. Alan started walking again, quickening his pace as much as he dared. 
 
    Quarter mile. Each step brought him closer to the distant, shining street lamp, its acetylene glow spooky and foreboding in the darkening day. The crashing in the brush stopped as he continued to walk. Alan was afraid to turn around, afraid to look into the woods. Had it gotten ahead of him somehow? Or had it stepped out of the brush and onto the concrete so it could pursue him with reckless speed? 
 
    Alan started running. His pack bounced between his shoulder blades, thumping in time as each of his small feet connected with the concrete. The crunch of gravel beneath his feet was a grinding symphony keeping time with his pumping legs. He passed the street lamp. The T was up ahead. He could make it. He could-- 
 
    The world flipped on him as his foot slipped on stray, wet leaves. He looked up into the slate sky as his body went parallel to the concrete and then fell to the ground. The pack pressed into his back, the hard edge of a 3-ring binder pressing into his skin. Alan struggled to regain his breath. His head had connected with the ground hard enough to blanket his vision with pinpricks of starlight. Trying to ignore the shrieking pain in his back and the pounding in his skull, Alan rose, pushed himself to his hands and stood. 
 
    He managed a low lope, stumbling to get up to speed. The thing could be right behind him, closing in fast. Alan reached the T and trotted past the mailboxes. He saw a neighbor getting the mail. He saw three kids outside, throwing a ball in the cold. He slowed, ignoring the puzzled look of the old lady at the mail box. She called out to him, but he didn't understand her and didn't care. Breathless, he made it to the front door. 
 
    It seemed to take forever to pull the keys from his pocket. He juggled them, struggling to find the right key and push it into the brass deadbolt's keyhole. He finally managed it, turned the key, and heard the blessed click of the bolt striking back. 
 
    “Young man?” a voice croaked from the driveway.  
 
    Alan turned, a scream locked in his throat.  
 
    The old lady stood on the edge of the driveway frowning at him. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. “You almost--” She stopped in mid-sentence, her face turning from a frown into a look of shock. “Young man, are you all right? You look--” 
 
    Alan held up a hand and caught his breath. “Yes, ma'am,” he managed. “I'm okay. I--” 
 
    She pointed toward him. “You have a rip in your jeans. Did you fall down?” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am. I--” 
 
    “Are you okay, son?” She had taken several steps up the driveway, squinting at him. 
 
    Alan forced a smile. “Yes, ma'am. I'm okay.” 
 
    She nodded to him. “Were you running from something?”  
 
    “Just spooked myself,” he said.  
 
    The old lady shook her head. “Be more careful, son. Don't kill yourself out there.” She turned from him and walked up the street toward her house on the cul-de-sac. 
 
    Alan blew out a hiss of air and turned back to the door. His key was still in it. Alan turned the door knob and entered the warm house. 
 
    The run had left sweat beneath his sweater, but it wasn't until the warmth of the house blasted against him that he realized just how cold he'd been. His feet hurt, his back ached and twinged and his head pounded. 
 
    Mommy was going to be mad. He'd torn his jeans, all right. The slip on the concrete had made a jagged hole in the back of the left leg. He unshouldered the pack and took three steps toward the living room before he stopped and turned to look at the front door. The dead-bolt was in the vertical position--open. He leaped to the door, grasped the lock and swiveled it shut in one smooth motion. The bolt slid into place and he let out a long sigh. 
 
    Through the smoked glass, he watched another car pass on the street. Normalcy. The world was normal; he was the crazy one. 
 
    Alan bent and stepped out of his shoes. He stripped off his heavy jacket, tossed it on the coat rack, and went into the living room. 
 
    The pain in his back forced him to lean forward. He sat on the couch, listening to the sound of his back pop as he straightened. The pain was exquisite and for a moment it offset the pounding in his head. 
 
    The thing in the woods. The thing that had kept pace with him. He closed his eyes. Nothing. It was nothing. He laughed in the living room's twilight. He hadn't turned on any of the lights, and the fading day barely illuminated the room through the window blinds. 
 
    God, his head hurt. 
 
    He stared at the cordless phone on the end table. He picked it up, getting ready to dial his mother's number. His finger paused near the keypad, his head swiveling toward the kitchen. A scratching sound came from the sliding glass door that led to the deck. Alan's hand began to shake and goose flesh broke out across his body. From the living room, he couldn't see what was behind the door. He didn't want to either. He slowly raised himself from the couch, his back protesting the movement. With the adrenaline dumping into his bloodstream, he barely noticed. 
 
    Phone still in his hands, he took two steps toward the foyer, away from the kitchen. “Daddy?” he called out to the empty house. The scratching at the sliding glass door became louder. Alan paused, his body leaning toward the foyer hallway. Three steps to the stairs. If it wasn't Mommy or Daddy at the back door, he could make it to the second floor before whoever it was came in. 
 
    The hammering in his chest, the pounding in his ears, was not enough to drown out the insistent scratching at the door. There was a metal click and the sound of the glass door sliding across its tracks. Alan's mouth opened to call out, to ask who it was. A cream colored leg thrust through the vertical blinds. Feeling as though someone had punched the air from his chest, a scream trapped in his throat, Alan stumbled toward the stairs, his eyes still focused as the vertical blinds parted. A cream colored sleeve, soiled and ripped in places, reached through. The hand was taloned in long, black nails. 
 
    Alan turned and ran for the stairs. His feet pounded on the carpet. He tripped halfway up, falling to his knees on one of the steps. The phone bounced from his hand and fell down the stairs. Screaming, he managed to make his way up the steps in a fast crawl, running for his bedroom. 
 
    He managed a quick look over the balcony and saw the cream-colored figure staring back at him from the foyer. Bright yellow eyes, crimson waves of fury burning in their center. 
 
    Alan screamed again and ran into his room. 
 
    He slammed the door, his ears ringing with the gunshot sound, and fumbled with the pushbutton lock. He ran to his desk and pulled out the wooden chair, quickly placing it beneath the knob. 
 
    Footsteps. Heavy. Loud. Deliberate. 
 
    Alan stepped backward toward his bed and whimpered as he listened to the breathy gasps on the other side of the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    Her nerves were shot. Accidents cluttered the interstate. What should have been a forty-minute commute had turned into an hour and a half of watching the speedometer crawl between 0 and 10 mph. Although she'd used the traffic map to try and plot a speed course, a new wreck had appeared at every turn. 
 
    Stomach rumbling from hunger, eyes irritated from looking at taillights, foot cramped and tired from flipping between brake and accelerator, Carolyn wondered if she'd be able to stay awake more than five minutes once she hit the couch. 
 
    Entering the neighborhood, the nervous tension in her body began to unwind. She let out a long sigh. Her jaw relaxed and she finally realized she had been grinding her teeth. Great, she thought, her dentist was going to give her more shit. 
 
    The darkness was complete. She wound through the main street, the trees swaying in the wind. The occasional car passed her. Someone else heading for dinner or shopping. Heading out into the night to do the normal things people do. 
 
    Another sigh. She wondered if Trey would be home yet. 
 
    Trey hadn't answered his phone. Alan hadn't answered the phone. Carolyn had felt a bit nervous about not being able to get in touch with Alan, but he usually didn't check the messages. Besides, he was probably sitting on the couch, working on his homework, or playing the Wii.               
 
    But Trey... 
 
    When she'd called him, it had immediately gone to voice mail. Maybe his phone was dead or maybe he had it turned off since he was still in the hospital. She'd left him a message, to make sure he was okay, but he hadn't called her back. 
 
    While fighting the traffic to get home, she'd tried to think about Dick as little as possible. 
 
    The T-intersection that led to the house was before her. She stopped at the stop sign and felt a hitch in her chest. She turned onto the street. A tear welled up in her eye and she wiped it away as she pulled into the driveway. She saw Dick's dark, lifeless house in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Dick wasn't coming home. Dick would never come home. 
 
    Carolyn sniffed back another tear and brushed at her eyes again. God, what was she going to tell Alan about Dick? 
 
    She shook the thought away and then frowned. The porch light was off. The house was dark. The other houses along the street were lit, but not hers. Did Alan fall asleep? she wondered. In a way, she thought, that would be a good thing. If Trey were there when she had to talk about Dick, it would be easier. She killed the engine, pocketed the keys, unfastened the seat belt, and stepped out into the biting air. 
 
    Removing the laptop bag from the backseat, Carolyn closed the doors, locked up the car, and headed onto the dark front porch deck. This wasn't the first time Alan had forgotten to turn on the light. She'd been after Trey to install a timer on the damned thing, so they wouldn't have to try and unlock the door in the dark. With the pine tree canopies overhead and the roof overhang, the front porch always turned into a murky abyss at night. Carolyn fumbled for the house key and then attempted repeatedly to find the keyhole. 
 
    At last, the key found the slot and slid in. She turned the key, letting out a deep breath as the lock clicked and the door opened. She walked into the foyer, closing the door behind her and placing her laptop bag out of the way. She reached for the foyer light and then stopped. 
 
    Something wasn't right. There was a sound coming from the second floor. She furrowed her brow and walked to the edge of the stairs. Carolyn flipped on the stairway light. She blinked at the muddy and soiled Berber carpeted steps. “Alan? What the hell--” 
 
    Alan's voice yelled something from his bedroom, but the words were indistinct. 
 
    “Dammit, Alan,” she muttered and began trudging up the steps. 
 
    She was furious. Alan knew to wipe his feet. And the footprints were so large. What the hell had he done? Twisted his feet on each step? “Alan? You're in big trouble!” she yelled. 
 
    “DON'T COME UP HERE!” Alan screamed. 
 
    The sound was muffled, almost distant. “Why? Alan,” she said as she reached the top landing and stared down the darkened hallway toward his bedroom. “What's--” 
 
    “The Ice Cream Man is here! He's here!” Alan shrieked. 
 
    The confused and angry expression on her face faded. A cold chill touched her spine. She looked down at the floor. As the light faded down the hallway, she saw the muddy footprints stop at Alan's door. And then they became indistinct, as though they had turned. 
 
    She swallowed. “Alan?” she said in a shaking voice. “Where is he?”  
 
    “Mommy, go away! Get help!” Alan screamed.  
 
    She took a step backwards toward the landing and then froze. A shadow moved at the end of the hallway, something emerging from the guest bathroom door. 
 
    Carolyn's heart slam danced in her chest as a pair of bright yellow eyes opened in the darkness, furious crimson embers burning in their centers. 
 
    She tried to scream as the thing advanced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    The walk from the bus stop to the house was fucking cold. Trey was shocked he hadn't frozen to death before getting close to home. A fifteen minute wait for the warm train to whisk him away to the center of downtown so he could catch the commuter bus was followed by a twenty minute wait in the downtown wind tunnel before the bus finally appeared. 
 
    Both times, he'd had to fight to find space. The lines were stuffed with people trying to leave early. Gulf moisture had struck the cold front and the air was heavy with moisture. 
 
    When the commuter bus landed in The Woodlands, Trey pulled out his phone. He clicked the button. Nothing happened. Right, he thought. Turned it off at the hospital. He cursed and turned it back on. The screen lit up. The phone vibrated. He unlocked it. Voicemail. 
 
    Carolyn's voice came through the speakers. “Hi, honey. Just wanted to check in on you. I'll be leaving here soon and heading home. I'm so sorry about Dick, baby. Please call me. Worried about you.” Her voice paused for a moment as though she was choking back a sob. “I love you.” The message ended. 
 
    Trey deleted the message and tried her phone. Got her voicemail. Then he called home. Same. She wasn't answering her mobile and no one was answering the home phone. He'd heaved a heavy sigh and walked down to the nearest bus stop that would take him near the neighborhood. 
 
    It was a long walk from the neighborhood's mouth to the house. As he made his way down the concrete path and wound through the trees, all he'd thought about was Dick. 
 
    Dick had listed him as the closest family and Trey had had to sign dozens of forms, including approval for the autopsy. They would take him to the morgue, perform an autopsy, and figure out what happened. The doctor asked Trey for a better description of what had occurred in the warehouse, but Trey refused to say anything. Instead, he'd stepped out into the cold and made his way home. 
 
    Even in the dark, he recognized the well-worn path leading from the concrete sidewalk to his backyard fence. Surrounded by the forest, many of the residents had installed back gates allowing them access to the main sidewalk via their backyards. Trey's house was no different. He often enjoyed walking through the trails and ending up at his own back gate. It also gave him a chance to wash off his shoes on the deck to remove any mud and dirt. 
 
    Trey reached the back gate and frowned. It was partially open. He wondered if Alan had entered and neglected to fully close the door. Trey mentally shrugged and stepped through, closing the door and latching it behind him. As he turned toward the house, he frowned again. The first floor was dark, not a single light on. He scanned the upper floor. Alan's room was the only light he could see. 
 
    Trey's stomach crawled. Something didn't feel right. 
 
    He walked up on the deck as quietly as he could, peeking through the first floor windows. The gloom was complete. He wasn't going to be able to see anything. Taking a deep breath, Trey walked to the sunroom screen door. He opened it as slowly as he could, praying the hinges wouldn't make any noise. The slight creak as the door opened set his nerves on edge. He closed it with care, making sure the latch didn't make its customary loud click. 
 
    When he turned toward the glass door, the crawling in his stomach became an anvil instead. Even in the darkness, the glass looked cracked. He walked to the door, feeling around. The metal edge was caved inward toward the glass, as though it had been pried. 
 
    The world suddenly seemed silent. The wind swishing through the skeletal oaks, the brushing of pine branches, all of it was silent save for the hammer of his heart in his ears. With a shaking hand, he reached out and slid the glass door aside. 
 
    The interior enveloped him as he stepped in. Trey let his eyes adjust. It was dark outside, but the house was positively pitch black. With the exception of the green display of the microwave and the kitchen clock radio, there was no light to be had. Trey pulled out his phone, touched the screen and used its light to find his way to the island. He stepped carefully, making sure he wouldn't stumble over any hidden obstacles. If someone was still in the house, he didn't want them knowing he was there. Not yet. 
 
    Once he was at the island, he waved the phone's dim light over the butcher block. He pulled on the handle in the center and the silver, serrated cleaver slid from the slot. He placed the phone back in his pocket and switched the knife to his left hand. It didn't make him feel any safer or stop the thrashing beat of his heart. Trey turned. The phone on the wall blinked red at him. There was a message on it, most likely the one he'd left. 
 
    He stepped toward it and heard something upstairs. A soft thump. Trey reached his right hand to the cordless receiver and pulled it from its charger. The keys lit up in white, the light blanketing his face. He pressed the button for emergency, then held the receiver as close to his ear as possible. 
 
    “9-1-1 emergency.” 
 
    “There's an intruder in my house,” Trey whispered into the phone.  
 
    “Sir, are you in the house?” the female voice asked.  
 
    Trey took in a breath to answer and then stopped. Another thump from the second floor, followed by the sound of liquid pattering onto wood. A whimpering sound from upstairs. Alan's room was right above the kitchen. 
 
    The beat in his chest grew faster, so loud he could barely think. “Just get here,” he whispered and placed the phone on the counter. 
 
    As he stepped out of the kitchen and into the living room, the metallic phone voice continued asking questions, but he ignored it. 
 
    The living room was pitch black as well, save for the lights from the cable box. He stepped down into the sunken living room, making his way to the foyer. 
 
    Drip. Drip. He couldn't see it, but he knew something dripped from the balcony and onto the wooden foyer floor. Trey's body shook with a fear induced adrenaline rush. Through the front door, a sliver of light from the streetlamp cast its glow. Something sat at the edge of the light. 
 
    Trey bent down, his fingers touching something hard and wet. He felt its edges. Shoe. High heel. Trey took in a shuddering breath and placed the heel back on the floor. 
 
    Another sound from above him. Trey looked up. A drop of something hit the back of his jacket with a patter. Trey stepped into the pooling liquid on the floor. Some part of him was afraid to turn on a light. Terrified. He reached for the light switch, his eyes trained on the balcony overlooking the doorway. Nothing moved up there. Nothing. He flipped the light switch. Nothing happened. 
 
    He let out his breath as slowly as he could and swallowed. He looked from the balcony to the staircase. The edges of the lower steps were barely visible in the shadows. Too fucking dark, he thought. He moved with slow, cautious steps, wincing at the squeak of his runners on the liquid. With a shaking right hand, he flipped the switch for the staircase lights. Nothing happened. He took another deep breath. The whimpers grew louder. They were words, but he couldn't make them out. 
 
    He wanted to yell Alan's name, Carolyn's name, anything to break the gloom, but held off. Whoever was up here had to have Alan trapped in his room, and he didn't know what they would do if the cops showed up. Or if he made any noise. 
 
    Trey put his feet on the steps and slowly made his way up. The wood creaked under his weight and he winced again. He held the knife handle in his palm, the blade in front. He crouched low and turned the corner to proceed up the other side of the staircase. He was so low, knees bent, that the hallway was still out of sight. Each stair was torture as he tried to be quiet, so quiet. Final four steps. He made his way up the last few, still crouched on the balls of his feet. 
 
    The hallway was shrouded in gloom. “Please help me,” Alan's voice whimpered from the end of the hall. “Mommy--” Alan's voice turned into an exhausted sob. 
 
    Rage replaced his fear; the adrenaline pumping through his system had his every nerve tingling. Something moved at the end of the hall. Trey froze, one foot slightly forward. “Come out, motherfucker,” Trey said to the darkness. 
 
    The dark form at the end of the hall seemed to grow, as though it had been crouching on its haunches. The narrow band of light from beneath Alan's door barely provided enough illumination, but Trey could see it. 
 
    As the figure unfolded itself, it grew tall. A pair of eyes opened. Two ragged glowing yellow ovals in the darkness, cruel crimson embers burning in their centers. It took a step forward. 
 
    Trey gritted his teeth. “Get away from my boy,” he hissed. The sobbing from Alan's room stopped, as though he were suddenly listening. Trey barely noticed. 
 
    The figure took another step forward. “You,” it hissed back at him. “You took away my home,” it spat in a low growl. 
 
    Trey fought the urge to flee down the stairs as it moved another step closer. Mindful his back was against the stairs, Trey took a step toward it. The thing in the hallway paused. “Took my food,” it said. “I can't go back there.” The thing was holding something toward him. Trey struggled to see what it was in the darkness. “My home!” it screamed at him. 
 
    “Get away from my son!” Trey yelled back at it. 
 
    “So,” the shadow said in a calm, low voice, “I'm taking everything that's yours.” The light in the hallway flicked on. He clenched his eyes against the sudden bright wash of light. 
 
    Something rolled across the floor in front of him. Trey looked down. His wife's face stared up at him from the carpet. Her left eye dangled by a gossamer thread of flesh, blood still curling out from the empty socket. Her mouth was frozen in a scream, crimson lines snaking out from broken lips. A ragged chunk of flesh was missing from the side of her cheek. 
 
    Trey tried to scream but nothing came out of his mouth. The world wavered, the face shimmering before him. Trey felt himself losing his balance. 
 
    “Everything,” the voice growled from the end of the hallway. 
 
    Trey fell backward, his eyes still locked on the blood crusted hunk of meat that used to be his wife. Body parts were scattered throughout the hallway. Her naked torso sat at the end of the hall, huge chunks of flesh missing from the savaged corpse. 
 
    Trey tried to scream again. A shadow crept over him and he slowly looked up. 
 
    The fiend. The thing. The Ice Cream Man. The angled head, the drooling, blood-crusted canines, a forked tongue hanging from one side. It held a hand before him, the long taloned nails inches away from his eyes. Its own eyes flared and glowed even in the hallway's harsh light. It glared at him. “I. Take. Everything.” 
 
    Rolling down the stairs. The steps digging into his back. He screamed from the sudden searing pain in his face and chest. He rolled to the bottom, his head smashing onto the floor, facing upward at the balcony. His left eye was blind, his face a single, sizzling nerve. The thing looked down at him from the balcony and said something in a greasy string of syllables. It cocked its head to one side and then growled at him. With a sneer, it walked back down the hallway. 
 
    Trey could hear it too: sirens. They were coming. They were coming and would be there soon. 
 
    Thump. Thump. The sound of strong fists smashing into wood echoed from the balcony. Alan screamed. 
 
    Trey rolled on his side and felt something tear away from his face. His entire body was stiff. He tried to move his right arm, but it refused to do anything more than scream back at him. He managed to get to his knees and stared at the stairs. Another scream. There was the sound of splintering wood. Trey raised himself, shrieking from the pain. 
 
    Stumbling step by step, bones grinding in his limp right arm with every jarring movement, he turned the far corner. The cleaver sat on the second to top step. He bent at the waist, trying to ignore the searing pain in every muscle. He raised himself again, grinding his teeth to keep the shriek in his throat. 
 
    The thing was clawing at Alan's door, its long nails shredding the wood. It had already made a ragged hole. Trey shambled toward it in a drunken stumble. It stuck its head into the hole, growling something at Alan. 
 
    Alan's shriek of fear drove the pain away from his mind. Trey raised the knife and plunged it as hard as he could into the thing's back. Wood shattered as the thing jumped upward. 
 
    The noise it made shook the house, an inhuman cry that rang in Trey's ears. He tried to pull the knife back out, but it wouldn't let go. The thing jerked backwards, its head shredding the remaining wood and fell back atop him. Something snapped in his chest and he couldn't breathe. The heavy, leathery body crushed down on him. His mouth filled with the copper taste of blood. 
 
    The thing rolled off him and hit the wall. Trey tried to sit up, but the excruciating pain in his ribs kept him prone. He turned his head and stared at the thing next to him. Black blood poured from beneath its back. The monster, its cream colored clothes covered in streaks of wet crimson and dark fluid, slowly rolled to its side. As it dug its talons into the wall for purchase, plaster dust and paint chips exploded into the air. 
 
    Trey coughed, his chest screaming with the pain. 
 
    It groaned and lifted itself further up the wall, its talons finally catching on a stud. Wheezing, chuffing breaths rattled from its chest. Its right hand struggled to free the knife, now buried to the hilt, in its back. 
 
    “Fucked you,” Trey whispered. “Fucked you good.” 
 
    The thing turned toward him as it managed to stand. Its eyes burned red, the yellow reduced to simple rings. It growled and took a step toward him. The sirens outside stopped. Trey heard the sound of voices at the front door. The thing glared down at him, heaving in pain. 
 
    Trey smiled at it. It roared and shuffled past him into the master bedroom. The front door opened with a bang just as the bedroom's picture window shattered. An inhuman howl filled the air as the cops climbed the stairs. 
 
    Trey closed his remaining eye, Alan's screams still ringing in his ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    The bench of seats was empty except for Alan and the deputy sheriff. Alan took a sip from the water bottle one of the nurses had given him. He didn't want it, but she'd told him to keep drinking it. He readjusted the blanket. He still felt cold. The same nurse that had given him the water had said something to him about shock, but he barely remembered the words. Everything was numb. 
 
    The Sheriff had stepped through bloody plaster and wood to get him out of the room. By the time they reached him, his voice had departed, leaving his throat raw and every breath was an experience in pain. One of the men dressed in the blue uniforms had tried to cover his eyes as they brought him downstairs, whispers of air still trying to make sound past his tortured and ripped vocal chords. But he had seen. 
 
    Alan took another sip and shivered. Deputy Sheriff Wallace turned to look at him, his dark mustache jumping at the ends in a soft smile. “You okay, son?” 
 
    It took every ounce of effort to nod. His neck hurt. His chest felt as though a huge weight had been placed atop it for hours on end. But the drain, the exhaustion, had left him feeling dull and dazed. He took a shuddering breath and let loose a silent sob. He couldn't even make that noise anymore. 
 
    Daddy. He'd seen Daddy lying on the hallway floor, blood covering his face. Two men in white hovered over him, one whispering in his ear while the other pulled a syringe from a black bag. A red hole where Daddy's right eye used to be seeped blood down his face, joining the red rivulets streaming from his nose. Daddy's left eye had seen him, though. Daddy's left eye had blinked at him and the corners of his mouth had twitched. 
 
    “Daddy,” Alan tried to whisper, but the words came out as hiss of air.  
 
    “Son?” Wallace asked.  
 
    Alan turned toward him, but looked past him. The man didn't seem to be real. The nearly empty lobby, the muted words over the intercom, the occasional nurse passing by in the hallway, none of it was real. He was back in his room while the thing outside smashed its way in, its fangs drooling blood onto the white door. 
 
    “Alan?” Wallace's voice reached through the memory and Alan jumped with a start. He focused on the man in front of him. “You gotta stay awake, buddy.” The Sheriff raised himself from the bench, and moved two places over. He lowered his bulk into the seat next to Alan's. “Okay?” 
 
    “Can't sleep,” Alan tried to say. His voice came out in a small, dusty croak. 
 
    “Right,” the deputy said. The man leaned in toward him. “You cold, kid?” 
 
    The blanket was doing little to warm him. Alan nodded. The deputy smiled at him. “I'll get you another blanket,” he said. He shook his finger at Alan. “You stay here, kid. Okay?” Alan said nothing, only nodded. Wallace sat up and left the small lobby and walked toward the nurses' station just outside. 
 
    Alan watched him go. People wandered by the opening, some staring inside to see just a lone little boy with a lost expression on his face. Alan didn't meet their eyes. He couldn't. The white hallway wall was his door. His door that crumbled against the thing's battering fists. 
 
    “Kid?” A large meaty hand snapped its fingers beneath his nose. “Hey, kid, wake up!” Wallace's voice growled. Alan looked up into the man's pale face. The deputy's eyes were frantic. Alan blinked at him. “Alan?” 
 
    He was in a bed. The room's lights were low. A woman in red scrubs stood next to the bed. She held his hand, her index finger tapping against the V between his thumb and forefinger. He blinked at her. “Alan? You back?” 
 
    “How--” Alan tried to say, but nothing came out. He coughed, his throat screaming with the pain. 
 
    “Shhh, honey,” the nurse said. She was shorter than Mommy, her red hair tied up in a bun. She smiled at him. “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    Alan shook his head, and then nodded.  
 
    “Are you at home?”  
 
    Alan shook his head and felt a tear squeeze from his eye.  
 
    The smile on her face dimmed. “Are you in the hospital?”  
 
    Alan blinked at her and then nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, trying to recapture her smile. “Good. I'm going to get the doctor,” she whispered. “Stay with me, okay?” Alan squeezed her hand twice. “I'll be right back.” 
 
    She turned from him and walked out of the room. Alan's eyes hurt. They felt as though someone had filled them with dirt. He rubbed at them. He scrunched his eyes closed and then opened them. 
 
    Sheriff Wallace appeared in the doorway. The man sighed with relief and waved to Alan. Alan didn't return the gesture. 
 
    The doorway cleared again. Daddy's ruined face. The empty eye socket streaming blood, his broken and crunched nose, the awkward angle of his previously unbroken arm, the deep slashes through his clothes all up and down his chest... 
 
    A light shined in his eyes. “Alan?”  
 
    Alan blinked.  
 
    “Okay, good,” a voice said. The penlight moved away from him. His eyes struggled to readjust from the bright light. A man older than Daddy hunched over his bed, salt and pepper hair shining beneath the bright fluorescents. “I'm Doctor Moody,” the man said. He placed the penlight back in the front pocket of his white lab-coat. “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alan said. His voice had finally returned a little, but his throat still burned with the effort. “I'm at the hospital.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the man said in a squeaky voice.  
 
    “Where's my Daddy?” Alan asked.  
 
    The man's smile faltered. He lowered his eyes for a moment, cleared his throat and then returned Alan's stare. “Your father is in surgery, Alan.” He cleared his throat again. The gentle smile on his face had faded into a flat line. “Your father needs you to help him.” 
 
    “How?” Alan asked.  
 
    “I need to know what happened, Alan.”  
 
    Alan felt a shudder go through him. The Ice Cream Man. The thing. The yellow eyes with their fiery pupils.  
 
    “Stay with me, Alan,” the doctor said. He snapped his eyes back to the doctor's. The doctor nodded to him. “Good. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “The bad man,” Alan said after a deep breath, “the Ice Cream Man got Daddy.” The words came out in a breathy rush that set his throat back on fire. “The bad man--” Alan's voice drifted off. 
 
    Fingers snapped in front of his face. Alan looked up. The doctor's face peered at him. “Alan? You're having seizures.” 
 
    “Just like Daddy?”  
 
    The doctor frowned. “Yes, like Daddy. Who hurt your daddy?”  
 
    “The Ice Cream Man hurt Daddy.” 
 
    “Alan,” Moody said, leaning in so close the end of his nose nearly touched Alan's, “your Daddy is very sick. Something poisoned him.” 
 
    “The Ice Cream Man poisoned Daddy.” 
 
    Moody pulled back a little. He exchanged a glance with the nurse and then stared back at Alan. The smile on his face was somewhat forced. “Did the Ice Cream Man smell bad? Did he--” 
 
    “The Ice Cream man eats little children,” Alan said. A tear made its way from his eye, but he didn't know why. He didn't feel anything anymore. “He told me he eats little kids like me.” 
 
    “I--” Moody shook his head, stuttering.  
 
    “He smells bad. Bad. Bad.”  
 
    The room was dark. Alan had drifted off, drifted away until his mother's screams brought him awake, shivering and crying. He'd wet the bed. Outside in the hall, he heard distant conversation, shoes on tile, and the sound of squeaky wheels. 
 
    There was another sound too. A scratching.  
 
    “Hello?” Alan raised his head.  
 
    A pair of yellow eyes winked at him from the foot of the bed, their centers burning like fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    The man, George, walked behind Alan down the hallway. The floor felt pliable, as though he were walking on a deep shag rug instead of tile. Since he started taking the pills, every footstep felt like that.  
 
    George was a nice man. Big man. George always smiled at him, always asked him how he was doing. Alan thought George was a lot like Daddy. Before-- 
 
    “Here we go, Alan,” George said and placed a hand on Alan's shoulder. 
 
    Alan stopped and turned as George opened the door. A table sat in the middle of the room. Alan smiled. “Tony,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” Tony said, waving. 
 
    Alan walked as fast as he dared on the flexible floor and sat in the chair across from Tony. 
 
    “We're good, George,” Tony said. The door closed behind them. “And how are you today?” Tony asked, his smile wide and friendly.  
 
    “Doing good,” Alan said. “I've been playing chess with George.” 
 
    “Have you been beating him?” 
 
    Alan looked over his left shoulder and then his right, as if checking to see if anyone was listening. He leaned in across the table and whispered “I think he lets me win.” 
 
    Tony chuckled. “Uh-huh. That's okay, Alan. One day,” he whispered, “he won't need to.” Alan leaned back in the plastic chair and kicked his feet beneath the table. “I'm here to ask you a couple of questions.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alan said.  
 
    “You still seizing?”  
 
    Alan shrugged. “Sometimes. George told me that when-- George said that I should stare at the clock when I feel bad, and see if a lot of time passes.” 
 
    “And does it?”  
 
    “Sometimes. I think about a minute or so is the longest.”  
 
    Tony nodded. He wrote something down in his large notebook. “Good, that's real good, Alan. That means we're getting close with the drugs.” 
 
    “Can I see my Daddy soon?” 
 
    Tony's pen stopped in mid-scratch. He looked up from the notebook, his smile dampened. “We're going to talk about that in a minute, okay? I need to ask you some more questions first. All right?” 
 
    Alan frowned. He knew the answer would be “no” or “not yet.” It always was. 
 
    Tony had a tough time hiding his feelings from Alan. Alan didn't know why, but he could almost feel the man talking to him, as though he could sometimes hear what Tony was saying before he said it. 
 
    “Okay,” Alan whispered. 
 
    “Good,” Tony said. “George and the others say you're not sleeping very well.” Tony tapped the pen against the notebook. “Eyes?” 
 
    Always the yellow eyes, the burning centers. Always staring into the eyes, losing himself in them like they are a whirlpool pulling him down and down and down-- 
 
    “Alan?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tony looked down at his watch. “20 seconds that time, Alan. Do you remember what I asked you?” 
 
    Alan nodded. “It's him.” 
 
    “I'm not going to say his name, Alan. I know that upsets you. So, he still comes at night?” Alan nodded. “But all you see are the eyes?” Alan nodded again, watching Tony's smile flatten into a thin line. “Until we get seizing under control, there are lots of things we can't talk about.” 
 
    “Can we talk about my Daddy now?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Tony said and dropped his pen to the notebook. He folded his hands into a tent, elbows on the table, and rested his head atop them. “Your Daddy's doing better, Alan. Much better.” 
 
    “He is?”  
 
    “Yes,” Tony said.  
 
    Alan frowned. “You're lying to me,” he whispered.  
 
    Tony's eyes widened. “Why do you say that?”  
 
    Alan stomped his left foot. “Your feet, Tony. When you say things that make you uncomfortable, you tap your left foot.”  
 
    The man laughed, shaking his head. “You are too damned bright, Alan, I'll give you that.” Alan's face remained impassive. Tony's laugh disappeared. “Okay, Alan.” He brought his arms back in and rested his hands on the table's edge. “Your Dad's health has improved. He's no longer sick.” 
 
    “He's not? You promise?” Tony nodded. Alan frowned. Tony was telling him the truth. He knew that much. But Tony was definitely holding something back. “Then why can't I see him?” 
 
    “The doctor's fixed him up, Alan. His ribs, lungs, all that's okay. The last of the poison is gone too.” 
 
    Alan knew Daddy had been very sick. The Ice Cream Man had done something to him. Blood poisoning was what Tony had called it. Alan didn't know what that was, only that Daddy had almost died. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” Alan asked. 
 
    Tony shrugged. “Three weeks, I think. About that, anyway.”  
 
    “How many more before I can see Daddy?”  
 
    Sucking in a breath of air and then exhaling slowly, Tony looked down at the table. “Alan, I--” He stopped speaking and then looked up. Tony cocked his head slightly. “I haven't seen your Dad yet.” Tony swallowed. “I'm going to see him today, though. Right after this. If he's better, I'll take you--” 
 
    “You just said he's better,” Alan said. 
 
    Tony thrummed his fingers on the table. Alan watched them in fascination. Daddy had done something similar to that. “I said his body's better, Alan. But he's not talking to anyone.” 
 
    Alan blinked. “But, he'll talk to me.” 
 
    The flat expression on Tony's face turned into a soft smile. “He might, Alan. He might. But let me see him first, and then we'll know.”  
 
    “I know--” Alan wiped at his eyes. “I know Mommy's gone. She's not coming back,” Alan whispered. Tony said nothing. “But I want Daddy.” 
 
    Alan wiped away another tear. “I want to see my Daddy.”  
 
    “I know, Alan,” Tony said. He reached his hand across the table and touched Alan's. “I know. And I want that too.”  
 
    Alan nodded. Tony was sad. Tony was always sad when he came to see Alan. He wanted Alan to get better. He wanted Daddy to get better. He wanted Mommy to still be alive. 
 
    “I think I want to go back to my room,” Alan said. “I-- I feel very sleepy.” 
 
    “Okay, Alan,” Tony said. He patted the boy's hand. “Okay.” Tony stood up and placed his notebook inside a battered leather valise. “I'll see you soon, okay?” 
 
    Alan met his eyes. “Tony?”  
 
    “Yes, Alan?”  
 
    “What is he?” Tony blinked at him, looking confused. “What is the Ice Cream Man?” 
 
    Tony swallowed hard. “I--” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “We don't know, Alan. But I promise, he's never going to bother you again.” 
 
    “Or Daddy?” 
 
    Tony smiled. “Or Daddy.” Alan frowned. “What's wrong, Alan?” Alan pointed down at Tony's left foot. It was tapping. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    He swam in darkness for days, poison streaming through his blood. Each short period of consciousness was filled with pain and confusion, the bright lights, the constant beep of a heart monitor, followed by distant screams, and the inevitable rush of cold, liquid sleep.  
 
    He was haunted by dreams of the Closet Man, the Grubby Man, the Ice Cream Man, dreams where a severed head rolled to a stop in front of him and opened its eyes. Sometimes it was Alan's head, sometimes Carolyn's, and sometimes, it was his own.  
 
    The lips always moved in those dreams, speaking words he couldn't hear. Regardless of whose head came flying at him in the hallway and what words it tried to speak, the dream always ended with the thing, the Fiend, standing over him and groaning in pain. In those dreams, Trey always smiled--Alan was still alive and safe. 
 
    The periods of consciousness finally grew longer, the dreams fading. He knew people came to see him--Dewhurst, Kinkaid, nameless doctors and nurses. They would sit next to him in a plastic chair, ask him questions he didn't understand. Through his remaining eye, they looked out of focus, somehow not real. 
 
    Trey couldn't wait for them to leave, to stop their questions, and let him doze through the day. 
 
    When Tony Downs showed up, things were different. The questions he asked echoed in Trey's mind, bouncing around until he was finally able to grasp them firmly in his mental hands. 
 
    “What did it look like?” 
 
    Trey didn't speak, didn't try to form words. His only answer was an image, the thing standing above him, its long nose dripping with blood, puffed out scaly flesh, the yellow rings of its eyes barely discernible in the sea of crimson. 
 
    “How did you make it go away?” 
 
    The knife. The cleaver buried to the hilt in the middle of its back, black ichor washing down. 
 
    “Did you hurt it?”  
 
    Only a sound, the groan, an inhuman wail of pain.  
 
    “Where are you?”  
 
    He couldn't speak, couldn't find his voice, only think the answers. “I'm safe,” he thought. “He can't get me here.”  
 
    “You're hiding,” Tony's voice bounced in his head.  
 
    “I'm safe here. Alan's safe here. Carolyn's safe here.” Carolyn. Carolyn sat on the couch with him, her arms wrapped loosely around his neck. Alan was on the floor, racing his Koopa through the Mario Kart tracks, giggling while he did it. Trey smiled. 
 
    Tony's voice faded away. Trey didn't want to listen anymore. He didn't want to hear, didn't want to see. He was safe, and nothing else mattered. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Closet Treats, try Tattoo by Paul E. Cooley. 
 
      
 
    A full-time author and podcaster from Houston, Texas, Paul E Cooley is a co-host on the renowned Dead Robots' Society writing podcast and enjoys interacting with readers and other writers. His best-selling novel, The Black, was released in 2014 and won the 2015 Parsec Award for best novel. Visit him online at www.shadowpublications.com 
 
   
  
 




THE CRYPT OF DRACULA BY KANE GILMOUR  
 
      
 
    For too long, evil has slumbered. But now, the prince of darkness has arisen…and he thirsts. 
 
    In 1899, master stone craftsman Andreas Wagner takes a job restoring an old castle in the rural mountains of Hungary. He and his mute young wife are hoping to find a new life, after the traumatic death of their infant daughter from a strange wasting disease in Munich. The eccentric Count who owns the castle, a suave but distant man, keeps strange hours. Still, Wagner settles in to the work nicely. 
 
    But then strange things start to happen in the remote castle on the cliff. The Count’s manservant is alternately elusive or confrontational. The locals are secretive and suspicious. Wagner is nearly killed by inexplicable falling masonry. A giant bat attacks his companions. Ghostly apparitions of women with claws and fangs prowl the halls of the gloomy castle late at night. When his friend falls ill from the same disease his daughter died of, Wagner decides it’s time to leave and look for a doctor, even if it means abandoning gainful employment. 
 
    But Count Dracula and his minions have other plans. For Wagner, what began as a simple job, soon becomes a frantic battle for survival and a race against the setting sun to rescue his wife and stop the spread of an ancient evil. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Prologue 
 
      
 
    Southeast of the Borgo Pass, Hungary, 1897 
 
      
 
    Lightning crackled horizontally across the sky, throwing the ruined castle into a stark contrast with the suddenly illuminated heavens. 
 
    “Storms come on very suddenly in the mountains, I’m afraid,” the solicitor said, while struggling with the lock on the banded wooden door. The roar of the thunder, following the flash, drowned out the latter part of his apology. 
 
    “No need to trouble yourself, setting our minds at rest, sir. We are familiar with the weather, and I can assure you, the climate will hold little sway over my decision whether to purchase the property. We are simply grateful you could take the time to show it to us.” Thin, and over six and a half feet tall, Dragos Petran exuded all the Oxford charm he could toward the reluctant solicitor. His lovely wife, Alina, stood beside him and smiled widely, although she had privately expressed her reservations about Petran’s plans for the property. The crumbling castle on a crag some seven thousand feet above sea level was an unusual spot, and the nearest village was a few miles away by coach. Still, she had agreed to come and inspect the site with him, and Petran was pleased at her willingness. 
 
    “Ah, here we are.” The solicitor shoved the wooden door with his shoulder. It creaked inward. His grin looked sheepish at the sad state of the ruined grounds and the groaning door, but Petran was unperturbed. The solicitor slipped inside and before Petran and his wife were fully in the doorway, the portly man was returning from the interior gloom with a lighted candlestick. “Although the exterior needs some work, you’ll find the design work inside is top-notch, and the furniture and fittings are all well appointed.” 
 
    Petran helped the slender Alina to shed her overcoat, and he hung it on a dark wooden coat rack just inside the heavy door. The solicitor moved around the room and lit additional candles. Soon the room was filled with a warm yellow glow, and Petran could see the fine woodwork in the large hall, and the long-since-faded tapestries. An enormous curved marble staircase swept up to a darkened second story. Short hallways led off in every direction on the ground floor. A thick Persian rug covered most of the floor, but Petran could see the black and white checked marble at the edges of the vast foyer. 
 
    “It’s lovely,” Alina said, and Petran could tell she was sincere, as he had instructed her to be. 
 
    “The castle was owned by a local Count for many years, and I believe it was in his family for a few hundred years. He was a businessman who traveled abroad widely, but he mysteriously disappeared on one such trip. As you can see, the grounds have fallen into disrepair.” 
 
    “How long has the property been vacant?” Petran asked. 
 
    “Well, we’ve had a caretaker on the grounds a few times in the last years, of course, but the Count went missing over seven years ago now.” The man spoke calmly, as he led them through the ground floor rooms, lighting candles as he went, to dispel the dense shadows. Petran noticed that the older man showed no more hesitation or awkwardness. Now inside the building, the man had slipped into a routine he had no doubt undergone countless times. Petran knew the castle had been on the Agency’s listings of available properties for the last four years, and that this solicitor had shown the crumbling estate to several prospective buyers who had passed on the opportunity. Soon there would be no more prospective buyers—but not because Petran planned to buy the castle. He had other plans. 
 
    The man led them through the huge kitchen, one hand clutching the candlestick and the other mopping sweat off his brow with a fine linen handkerchief. Petran wondered if the solicitor could somehow sense that something was wrong with the castle, every time the man led his clients here. On the surface, the man seemed fine, but Petran suspected that deep inside the solicitor’s brain, some instinctual lobe that governed self-preservation was bursting with energy, trying to warn the sweaty little man. But after several visits to the secluded castle, he must have learned to ignore that feeling. 
 
    “Shall we move upstairs next?” The man spoke to Alina, who had showed the most interest in the immense kitchen. 
 
    Petran stepped forward. “Is there a wine cellar? I would like to see that first, I should think. Also to inspect the foundations of the structure.” Petran looked around himself as he spoke, acting disinterested. He was making the chubby man work hard for a sale that would never happen. 
 
    “Certainly, sir.” The man led them to a painted white, wooden door on the edge of the kitchen that revealed a wide stone stairwell, which curved gently downward into a broad spiral. Each step was cut from a massive slab of smooth stone, and Petran wondered whether the rock had been hewn directly from the mountain. The solicitor led the way, lighting sconces as he descended the broad steps. Alina followed him, daintily crossing each step with three strides for every one Petran needed to cross the slabs, as he followed her. 
 
    The rooms in the lower section of the castle were endless, but most were empty, standing solitary along the curving stairwell wall like dark prison cells. Petran simply popped his head in each as the rotund solicitor swept past them to the lower reaches, buried deep inside the mountain. At the bottom, the man moved into the wide room with a flourish. His candlelight jumped and leapt to the high stone arches of the chamber. 
 
    “Oh my,” Alina breathed. 
 
    Petran scanned the darker recesses of nooks and indents in the walls. Each was filled with rack after rack of dusty wine bottles. They looked French, but Petran was suspicious of the contents. Still, he would make no comment. 
 
    “The wine cellar is fully stocked, as you can see, and would, of course, be included in the price, sir.” The solicitor looked pleased with himself. The arrangement of the multitude of wine racks formed a kind of labyrinth, with twisting alleys between the rows and rows of bottles. 
 
    Petran strode past the man winding his way through the racks of bottles, acting as if he were appraising them and their potential value. He made his way toward the distant back of the chamber and muttered under his breath. “For so many Swiss Francs, I should hope so.” He was loud enough that the other man could hear him, but just barely. “And what is back here?” 
 
    Petran stopped at a locked door at the back of the cellar. 
 
    “I believe it is only a root cellar.” The solicitor was on his way back to the stairs to the kitchen. “Shall we move up?” 
 
    “We’ve come all this way, sir. I feel I would be remiss if I did not inspect every room, else I would have wasted your time.” Petran smiled in the shadows as the solicitor reluctantly returned through the arches. By the time the man’s candlelight reached him through the maze of dusty wooden racks, Petran’s face had returned to a neutral and somewhat disinterested visage. Alina joined them, but she looked disappointed. Petran could see she had no interest in a potential root cellar, and she had been eager to follow the solicitor up the spiral stairs. Petran wondered if she could feel it, too. The raw menace of the place. 
 
    He stepped aside to allow the sweaty man to unlock the wide door, with a key from his ring of metal keys. The jingling filled the dimly lit space with an outlandish and unwelcome cheerfulness. Petran gave Alina a reassuring smile. 
 
    They stepped inside the chamber, Petran ducking his head slightly under the doorframe, and the solicitor drew a sharp breath. The yellow light illuminated a small space with a stone coffin on a raised platform in its exact center, its head toward the door. The room was otherwise empty. 
 
    “It’s a tomb!” The man was clearly befuddled. Petran had suspected that the man would never have been in the room, but now he was certain. 
 
    “A crypt, sir. Let us see who is buried here.” Petran stepped forward toward the coffin. 
 
    “I don’t think we should—” 
 
    Petran drowned out his wife’s tiny voice by demanding the solicitor help him with the stone lid. The small man harrumphed, but moved forward and did as he was told. The lid was heavy, but the two men were easily able to slide it aside, and then lift it and gently place it on the floor. Alina moved up with the two men as all three peered into the depths of the coffin. The flickering light made the small pile of ashes look golden, but Petran knew they would be gray in daylight. The thought was moot. They were about to become a different color. 
 
    Petran stepped back slightly, and in one fluid movement, removed the large carving knife from his jacket. He had picked it up in the kitchen before they descended the spiral stair. One hand reached around the portly solicitor’s face from behind, and the other brought the silver blade sweeping across the man’s throat. 
 
    Blood erupted from the man’s neck, spraying the ashen contents of the coffin as his body went limp. 
 
    Alina screamed when she saw the solicitor’s life pool into the stone sarcophagus. She stumbled back, away from the blood and the coffin. Petran looked at her and saw in her eyes that she understood she would be next. He dropped the corpse on the coffin and stepped toward his young bride. Her eyes widened at his approach, but then they darted quickly back to the coffin, and the horror that waited there. 
 
    When her eyes widened further still, Petran knew what was happening behind him. He lunged forward as Alina turned and ran, his long legs easily closing the distance between them as she darted left and right through the twisting maze of wine racks, until he cornered her at a dead end, against a stone wall. 
 
    “You should be honored,” he whispered in her ear, as he dragged her thrashing form back to the waiting coffin. 
 
    He didn’t want to miss the sight, and he had already missed much of it. Under the solicitor’s flaccid form, a body now filled the coffin, where before there had been only ash. Although ‘body’ was a bit optimistic. Petran could see bone in places, and veins and arteries networking the form. Muscle was growing. Skin, however, was still entirely missing. Alina fainted in his clutches. 
 
    Petran wasted no time. He grabbed her by her long hair before her body reached the floor. He yanked her skull up and over the lip of the coffin’s sidewall and then brought the blade smoothly across her neck, exactly as he had done with the fat man. More blood sprayed into the container, and skin began to grow over the skeleton’s muscles before Petran’s eyes. 
 
    The process took less than half an hour. 
 
    When the man sat up and climbed out of the coffin, Petran dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Welcome back, my Lord.” Petran spoke now in Hungarian, instead of in English. 
 
    The man in front of the sarcophagus stood slightly taller than six feet, with long, shoulder-length black hair on his head, but none anywhere else on his nude form. His skin was a pasty white, and Petran could see bluish veins through the transparent flesh. He was surprised how young the man looked. No more than thirty years, if a day. The man’s eyes smoldered with a fire that spoke of years of anguish and a dire need for revenge. 
 
    Petran thought of the being before him as a man, but he soon learned his mistake. 
 
    The creature hissed at him and bared its teeth. 
 
    “I still thirst,” it said, with a throaty croak. 
 
    Petran hung his head in stark disappointment. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Petran, still on his knees on the hard stone floor, closed his eyes as the creature descended on him. It sank its teeth into his neck, long fangs puncturing the skin. As Petran’s blood began to flow, the creature sank its teeth deeper. 
 
    And drank. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Dorna-Velta, Hungary, 1899 
 
      
 
    Andreas Wagner stepped down from the coach and took in the bleak little village around him. The buildings were all white-washed structures, tightly grouped together around the central road that ran through the village, with narrow winding alleys off to the sides. Some of the buildings had thatched roofs and some had farm equipment parked or abandoned in front of them, rusting in the elements. The buildings all appeared to lean toward each other, as if shivering from too many brutal Carpathian winters. 
 
    The sky was a billowing explosion of dark autumn clouds threatening to dump torrents on him at any second. The few trees around the village were tangled and dark, and the hills were so thick that he could see little past the first range of them. Small farm fields with distinctive pear-shaped haystacks on poles circled the tiny hovels and the single crumpled church in the town. But he had noticed larger untilled fields that ringed the smaller active ones, on his journey in. The dead fields looked like a barrier, announcing his crossing into civilization, after long hours in the coach. 
 
    Wagner could see no villagers anywhere on the fields or amongst the tightly grouped buildings. The growing wind banged a loose shutter on the window of one of the tiny houses, the sound a steady clack on the wind. 
 
    Last stop before the castle, Wagner thought. A pitiful place. 
 
    The wind blew hard, making his long, thick blonde hair dance on the currents. He ran a hand through his mane, attempting to keep bits of it from whipping him in the eyes. He stretched his lower back, twisting and turning the kinks out after the long ride from the spa town of Dorna-Watra. He reached down to touch his toes, then stood and turned to face the driver up on the coach. The man was reclined on the driver’s seat, a small flask clutched in his hand. He was already sound asleep, even though the coach had stopped only a moment before. It’s a wonder we made it here at all. 
 
    Deciding to let the old man sleep it off, Wagner stepped toward the town’s only inn, hoping the place would have a beer and a warm meal. Then he would decide whether to press on to the castle as night fell or wait until the following morning. 
 
    He had no reservations about having taken the job. He needed the money, and this job promised plenty. More, though, he needed a new start. Everyone and everything in Munich had been getting on his nerves. He understood why, but in the moment, he could blame it all on Munich and Germany in general. In his soul, and in his quieter moments of reflection, he knew that the death of his infant child the previous year was the cause of all of his mood swings. Britta. My little Britta. 
 
    She had died of some inexplicable wasting disease. None of the doctors could even pose any theories on what had taken his precious little six-month-old darling from him. They were useless. His wife, Anneli, was unable to even speak afterwards. It had been a year and both of them had grieved enough. Her moods were generally improving and far cheerier than he had seen from her in a long time. She was taking her pleasures in small things like planting flowers in the small garden of their place in Munich. Her voice had not returned yet, but her disposition had. 
 
    Wagner was the opposite. At first he raged and raged until his voice was hoarse. Now his voice had grown silent, as he brewed internally, wanting change but not knowing how to accomplish it. He talked only when he needed to, and his disposition leaned more toward long silences and lack of emotion now, than toward anger. 
 
    Still, things had been improving with the two of them, and they had even begun lovemaking again. He supposed that their relationship would have eventually been restored with time, and maybe her voice would return as well. The doctors all told him that the loss of her vocal abilities was strictly psychological. A specialist had traveled from Vienna to examine her, and the man had given Wagner much the same impression. His wife would speak again, but not until she was ready. 
 
    Then Wagner had received the letter. 
 
    A new chance for a start, in a distant land, working for an eccentric noble. It sounded too good to be true. But Wagner had begun shutting down his life and work as a well-respected stonemason and craftsman in Munich. He would come here to the distant reaches of the Carpathian Mountains, meet the noble, and begin work on the restoration of the man’s gigantic home. In a few weeks, once things were settled and Wagner had had time to prepare their quarters, his wife would make the long journey from Munich to Vienna, then on to Budapest and Klausenburg, and finally through Bistritz and into the mountains past the Borgo Pass and the tiny vacation town with the ski resorts north of him. She would come here—Wagner looked around—to this desolate forgotten village, and join him at last. 
 
    Wagner looked again to the door of the inn, its bright green paint fading and peeling. 
 
    Let’s hope the people are warmer than the landscape. 
 
    As he stepped up to the door, he failed to notice the large silver cross, nailed above the doorframe. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Silence fell as the door to the tavern opened. 
 
    Wagner had heard talking and merriment through the heavy wooden door before he had opened it, but now the room had fallen quiet. He had been in plenty of drinking establishments in Germany, and many of them in small insular villages fell silent when newcomers stepped inside. But in those cases, the silence was from curiosity as the locals looked over newcomers. As Wagner moved into the room, he looked around and saw most people not meeting his eye, or even looking in his direction. They weren’t curious, or even angry. They looked like they were hoping he wouldn’t notice they were there. 
 
    The room had a low ceiling with dark exposed beams. A few local crafts were colorfully decorating the walls along with a very large crucifix, which Wagner thought odd for a tavern. Was the place used for worship on Sundays, because of the disheveled state of the village’s church? There were small tables and chairs around the room, and many men crowded throughout it. They all looked to be locals, wearing the customary shirts and woolen sweaters he had seen in countless villages on his travel through the region. Hard-working farm folk. Normally, the kind of people Wagner thought of as his kind of folk. But not these people. They all seemed shriveled and shrunken. Hoping not to be noticed. Hiding their faces in the tops of their beer steins. Looking away as he walked in the room. 
 
    As if they were all frightened of something. 
 
    A pretty waitress in a dress bustled out of the room with her tray, into what Wagner supposed would be the kitchen. At a counter that served as both reception and a bar, a middle-aged man with hair plastered down on his head in a greasy smear stood drying a glass with a white rag. His gray eyes avoided Wagner’s, as if he, too, were hoping the stranger would just find the room too inhospitable and just leave. At least the fireplace emitted some warmth, even if the people did not. Wagner wouldn’t be going anywhere until his fingers were warmer and his back was unkinked. 
 
    “Do you have a room?” Wagner asked the innkeeper. 
 
    The man finally looked up at him, wariness in his glare. “Where are you heading, sir?” 
 
    “The castle. I was thinking of spending the night here, though, and pressing on in the morning.” 
 
    “There’s no castle near here,” the man said, and began wiping the glass again, as if the conversation was over. 
 
    “I’m told it’s just a few miles south and east of here. You must know it.” Wagner was surprised the man wouldn’t know about the place. He suspected the man was lying. It was there in his demeanor and his pinched face. 
 
    Upon hearing the directions, though, the man stopped his polishing and looked up. Color, what little there was, had drained from the man’s face. “Why would you want to go there? That place is abandoned.” 
 
    “Oh, but it isn’t. I’ve been hired to make repairs to the structure. I’m a stone mason, you see.” 
 
    “Hired?” The innkeeper raised one bushy eyebrow. “By whom?” 
 
    Andreas looked stunned. Surely these people must know his employer. “By Count Dracula.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The greasy innkeeper swallowed hard, an audible click in his throat. Someone else in the packed room had gasped in a breath at the mention of the name. Wagner turned his head and took in the smoky room again. All eyes were facing his way now, and they all showed fear. 
 
    “We haven’t heard that name in some time, sir. We had heard that the Count was dead.” Wagner turned back to see the innkeeper had begun to sweat at the top of his slick forehead. 
 
    “Well, I received a letter from the Count, asking if I would come work for him to restore his castle. He did mention that he had been away for several years, and that the place had fallen into some disrepair. He said he is a businessman. Do you know what sort of work he does?” 
 
    “As long as he does his business abroad, we don’t really care.” The innkeeper said, and turned to a wooden board behind him, pulling down a large brass key. “Room 3 is available. You should definitely stay the night. The road to the castle is…treacherous at night. Much safer in the daylight.” 
 
    The man sounded angry now, and Wagner wondered if he had perhaps lost loved ones on the road to the castle. He would have to speak to the Count about it, and if need be, maybe he could be further employed to shore up the dangerous road. It would be a lengthy job and would keep him paid for a long while, well after the castle restoration project was done. Wagner had worked some simple road jobs in Bavaria, and he was familiar with the twisting, crumbling roads in the mountain passes. 
 
    “Andreas Wagner,” he said, taking the key from the man. 
 
    “I am Martin Miklos. This inn is my home.” The man shook Wagner’s hand, and then went back to polishing his glass, this time with a defeated resignation about him. 
 
    “A pleasure,” Wagner told him. “Would I be able to get a warm meal as well?” 
 
    “The girl will bring you some food,” Miklos said, then he set the glass down and clapped his hands loudly. 
 
    The brunette waitress with long curling hair and a large bosom squeezed into a tight fitting dress, reappeared from the kitchen, and Miklos pointedly nodded his head at Wagner. She slipped back into the kitchen, her long curls bouncing. Miklos turned back to Wagner. “Take a seat, sir.” 
 
    Wagner turned to walk to the only available seat, at a table with three other men, one drinking his beer quickly, and a younger man just staring down at the table. The third was an older man. He was smoking a Bavarian pipe that filled the corner of the room with a deep fragrance. Then Wagner remembered the coach driver and turned back to Miklos. 
 
    “Oh. The coach man is passed out on his seat—he’ll likely need a bed for the night as well.” 
 
    A tall man leaning by the door, holding a stein filled to the brim with beer and squinting out the sole window in the room, turned to Wagner. “No. He’s already left.” 
 
    “What?” Wagner raced over to the window. “He was supposed to take me on to the castle!” He moved to the door and opened it, only to find his luggage deposited on the hard ground outside. He stepped over the bags and out into the dark dirt road. He peered into the distance and could just make out the coach moving around a curve in the road, deeper into the forest, back toward the north. 
 
    “Blast! What will I do?” Wagner reached down and picked up his bags, bringing them back into the tavern. 
 
    Miklos had stepped away from the bar and came now to close the door firmly, once Wagner was in, locking it with three locks from the inside. He reached out to take Wagner’s bags and said, “I imagine the Count will send his own coach for you, if he is really back, as you say.” 
 
    The man moved with the bags toward the stairs, and Wagner slipped into his seat at the table. The others had not moved from their places. The man with the pipe slid a stein of beer toward Wagner, then nodded to him. “You sound like you are from Bavaria, Herr Wagner.” 
 
    “Yes.” Wagner took a deep pull from his stein. 
 
    “I came from there many years ago,” said the man. “You’ll find that most of the people in Transylvania are deeply superstitious, and that coach drivers are not to be relied upon, as they are in other parts of the world.” 
 
    “So I see.” 
 
    The conversation was minimal, and eventually the food came, the waitress weaving through the tightly spaced tables with her tray, while fending off leers. The meal was a thick stew with cabbage, potatoes, and meat. A huge loaf of bread was provided, as well as succulent cheese and grapes bursting with flavor. Wagner thought he might not have eaten so well in many years. The people were strange in this village, and the landscape was bleak and foreboding, but he had never had food so good. 
 
    At one point, Wagner asked the Bavarian man whether the tavern was full every night. 
 
    “Yes. This is the entire village,” the man told him, between puffs on his pipe. 
 
    “Where are all the women and children?” 
 
    Miklos, who had overheard the conversation while walking by, answered loudly. “They are safe.” 
 
    The conversation died down after that, and most of the men resumed their gloomy stares into the depths of their steins or their own bowls of steaming stew. An older man in the corner with a long, flowing white beard had his head bowed down, as if asleep. Others were drinking with stern faces, lost in their individual thoughts. Wagner wanted to inquire about what kind of construction supplies he might find in the village, because he knew he would likely need to make many trips down from the castle, but with the mood as grim as it was, he figured he had best wait until morning. When he was done with his beer and stew, he made his polite excuses and retired to his tiny room at the top of the stairs. After laying down on the soft mattress, he was asleep in moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Wagner left the room, all eyes in the tavern followed him. 
 
    Miklos watched him trudge up the stairs and waited for the sound of the guest room door shutting. After a few moments, Miklos turned back to his fellow villagers. He dismissed the waitress for the night, and after she had left the room, he spoke to the others. 
 
    “Unbelievable. He’s back.” 
 
    Henning Brandt, the German who had spoken with Wagner, took a large puff on his pipe and spoke loudly so the others would hear—but not so loudly that the blonde stranger might hear from upstairs. “We knew there was a possibility.” 
 
    Nicolai Razvan, a hefty and morose farmer in the corner, spoke next. “What should we do? Few of us have remained these long years. I cannot part with my family land. If…he’s really back?” 
 
    Miklos frowned at Razvan’s refusal to speak the Count’s name. Most of the villagers refused to utter it, out of some irrational fear that it would summon him from his castle to their doorstep. “I will tell you what we’ll do—” 
 
    “You will do nothing.” The old man spoke sharply from the corner of the room. His head had been bowed for most of the evening, as if he were asleep, or at least in deep concentration. His long, flowing white hair and beard obscured the thick starched collar hidden under it. The priest with the thick German accent had always commanded respect, even before he was a man of the cloth. Now he raised his head and looked into the room at each man, pointedly, until no one could hold his gaze. His pale blue eyes—almost white, Miklos thought—burned with a strange, fiery hatred that Miklos had not seen in the old man for a long time.  
 
    Not since the last time. 
 
    “You will all do nothing,” the priest said again, struggling to stand before limping around the room. “We will let Herr Wagner make his way to the castle, and we will gather information. We will determine whether the Count is truly returned, or if Herr Wagner’s new employer is some pretender to the throne of evil. Once we have sufficient information…I will act.” The priest stalked around the small space, weaving between the tables as he spoke, and every man present, whether devout or not, deferred to the raging fires in the normally contemplative pastor. 
 
    The stress and authority in the man’s voice clearly conveyed that he would be in charge of any organized reaction to the Count’s return. 
 
    “And if the killings begin again?” Miklos asked. 
 
    A gleam of danger brewed in the ancient priest’s eyes as he turned his gaze on Miklos. “Well, then. Things will have gotten interesting, won’t they?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Despite the previous gloomy evening and the unusual atmosphere of the dour tavern, Wagner woke feeling refreshed and delighted to see the sun shining. 
 
    He stood at the cracked frame of the window in his small room, which overlooked the dirt road in front of the inn and the craggy mountains beyond the smooth pastures and untilled fields. The mountains looked lush in the morning glare, and his thoughts turned toward tramping in the nearby hills and tackling some of the distant peaks, once he was underway with his employment at the castle. He had climbed the snowy mountains of Bavaria and made a few climbing trips to Switzerland—once even successfully summiting the mighty Matterhorn. But those days had been before Britta and the grim hell that had followed her swift demise. Still, one of the things he hoped to do in his new life in the Carpathians was get his feet back in touch with the stone and soil of the mountains. 
 
    He threw the window open and breathed the cold air in deeply, then began his morning ritual of stretches and exercises. Afterward he cleaned himself and headed down to the tavern to break his fast. Even Miklos seemed chipper with the sun blazing brightly through the wide open door to the large room. 
 
    “Just one man to work on restoring a castle? Seems like quite a job, sir,” Miklos said, while serving up a plate of sliced meats and chunky cheeses, dark mustards and steaming bread. 
 
    “I had discussed bringing on more men in my correspondence with the Count, once the project has begun,” Wagner told him. 
 
    “More men?” 
 
    “And women.” Wagner smiled. 
 
    “Women?” Miklos was stunned. 
 
    “Yes, my wife will join me in a few weeks, once I am settled.” 
 
    Miklos’s face had turned sour again and the man stalked off to the kitchen. Wagner figured the man was just perpetually ill-tempered, and the seeming joviality moments earlier was a fluke. He ate his food in silence, then returned to his room to pack his leather bags. When he came downstairs, he settled his bill with the waitress from the night before, who was manning the front counter. There was no sign of Miklos. She was pretty, as she pushed a handful of dark curls behind her ear, but no match for his wife. Still, he could see what would have attracted the local men to her. She had large brown eyes and long lashes. More importantly, her skin was clear and fine. This morning she wore a variation of the previous evening’s dress, although the neckline was higher and she wore a scarf around her throat, tied in a small bow. Wagner assumed that as the night went on, she would remove the scarf, and the buttons holding the dress closed at the upper chest would slowly start to come undone. As the patrons got drunker, and spent more money, her attire would get more risqué. He had seen the same thing with Munich waitresses and bargirls. She certainly looked tired this morning, and squinted in the bright daylight flooding in through the tavern’s few windows. 
 
    “Your coach is waiting for you, sir.” 
 
    Wagner glanced at the waitress, then turned to the front of the tavern. He hadn’t heard any coach approaching. He stepped into the open doorway and beheld a singular vehicle, unlike any coach he had seen. 
 
    It was deep black, and very tall and narrow. Wide enough, surely, for only one man—and not a very heavy man at that. The trim of the carriage was well-appointed with thick velvet drapes of a dark maroon in the windows. The horses at the lead were twin black stallions with luxuriant long bluish-black tails and shining silver head plates like armor. But their arrangement in the traces was bizarre—one of the two stallions was in front of the other.  
 
    The driver’s seat was empty.  
 
    Wagner goggled at the strange carriage and wondered if it wouldn’t simply tip over on a wide turn, never mind a sharp twist in a road. 
 
    “How very unique,” he said. 
 
    Wagner looked around for the driver, but could see him nowhere. 
 
    Instead, he turned back toward the inn and found Miklos wearing an apron and holding his bags out for him. “Safe journey, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Wagner took his cases and loaded them into the narrow carriage, then climbed into the seat and closed the door. He had had enough of the local hospitality. But Miklos lingered for just a moment outside the open window of the dark carriage. 
 
    “Herr Wagner,” he said, drawing Wagner’s eyes toward him. “I wouldn’t bring your lady here. It’s a very rough country.” 
 
    Wagner was about to reply, but the carriage jolted into motion, throwing him back in his seat as the horses pulling the coach sped into a quick gallop. He slid forward on his seat, and then craned his neck out the open window to take in the driver. 
 
    The man seated in the driver’s position was wearing a black cloak, and his head was hooded. Wagner could make out no features, other than that the man was very skinny, like the carriage, and must have stood close to six and a half feet tall when standing. He was hunched over into a dark crescent as he worked the reins, urging the horses faster. The noise from the stallions’ hooves and the wheels of the carriage were such that Wagner made no attempt to converse with the driver—the man simply wouldn’t hear him. Instead, he put his faith in the fact that any driver of the Count’s would be extremely familiar with the road to the castle, no matter how dangerous it might be. Surely the coach driver’s excellence could be counted upon. 
 
    Wagner sat back in the plush cushioned chair and watched the scenery roll by, as the verdant countryside blurred past. The rocking motion, combined with the exquisite fresh air, soon made him sleepy, and he found himself dozing lightly. When he woke from a jolt under the wheel of the carriage, he looked out the window and immediately realized why the carriage needed to be as narrow as it was: The road itself was narrow and gray as it wound through the tight mountain spaces, a precipitous drop just inches from the edge of the wheel. The height was dizzying, even for a mountaineer such as himself. Wagner was startled by the change in the landscape during his brief snooze, from green rolling alpine pastures to gray crumbling rock and jagged peaks. Even the weather had changed, from sunlit day to overcast leaded skies. 
 
    How long did I sleep? 
 
    And then he saw it. 
 
    Across a chasm of valley shrouded in mist and shadow, the structure loomed out of the morning, its natural base clouded by mists. The castle hunched upon the cliffs, its lone path twisting like a snake up the mountain. The rock around the structure was carved away by wind, and rain, and time, as if the castle itself was the last holdout against the ravages of a foul-tempered Mother Nature. 
 
    “Mein Gott. How did they even build that up there?” 
 
    It was exposed, like Neuschwanstein castle, back in Bavaria, yet even that glorious castle had more level ground around it. As far as Wagner could tell, the winding, narrow, stone bridge of land that led to the building was the only land still unaffected by the powers of nature. It was as if all the land had simply fallen away from the environs of the castle, leaving only the rectilinear edges and turreted roofline as evidence that a mighty mountain once stood around the structure. 
 
    To the untrained eye, the building appeared completely sound, but Andreas Wagner had worked with stone for most of his life, since apprenticing with his father. He could immediately spot areas that looked weak and others that looked as if they might have been subject to fire damage. Still, from this distance, he wouldn’t be able to fully appraise the state of the building. 
 
    The carriage moved into a thick grove of evergreen trees, and his view of the massive castle was obstructed. The branches swiped at the carriage as it raced past at dizzying speed. 
 
    The road veered away from the view further, and the next few minutes were through dense alpine forest. Yet the driver showed no sign of slowing any time soon. The blur of nearby trees began to weary Wagner’s eyes, so he shifted his view to the inside of the carriage, with its expensive upholstery. 
 
    When his next sight of the castle came, it was because the coach had burst from the forest onto the very edge of the narrow natural bridge to the Count’s home. The building now loomed so large that he could not take in all of it through the tiny carriage window. Despite the disturbing plummet to either side of the vehicle, the driver still showed no signs of slowing the coach. They raced and clattered through a portcullis and into the main courtyard of the castle, with its bleak stone walls soaring up all around them. The driver finally halted the horses. It came so suddenly that Wagner thought they might crash into the wall of the main building. The complete lack of motion was disorienting after such heady speed. He could hear the stallions breathing hard and snorting at the head of the vehicle. 
 
    He stepped out of the coach onto the smooth stone flagstones of the courtyard. Once again, the driver had vacated his seat and had apparently moved quickly and silently out of sight. Wagner glanced at the courtyard from the gate. He looked up at the soaring height of the castle wall before him. Huge statues of ravens and old men with flowing beards and swords were scattered around the space. The ravens were massive—nearly six foot—and they were made of a stone of such a dark gray that it appeared black. Each statue of a man held a sword. Most likely ancient Transylvanian war heroes, or perhaps prior owners of the castle, Wagner thought. Either way, he found them intimidating in the courtyard, and he thought their arrangement very haphazard, as if the courtyard were at one time a sculptor’s studio, and the pieces were wherever he felt like working that day. 
 
    Wagner turned his attention back to the castle. The door was a large slab of old heavy wood, with a thick iron band and supports, long since rusted. But what caught Wagner’s eye immediately were the large rocks, some as large as a man’s head, scattered around the courtyard as if dropped there. In fact, he knew they had been. He glanced up the immense front wall of the building to the towers and turrets and quickly located a few areas from where the chunks might have come. He would have his work cut out for him. 
 
    He moved to knock on the heavy door with his knuckles, when he found no bell or other way of announcing his presence. But before he could touch his flesh to the iron-banded door, it began to move. The door swung open, but no one stood on the other side to greet him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The door had swung inward silently, with no creak or groan. At least the hinges are being oiled, Wagner thought. 
 
    Although the upper reaches of the exterior of the castle were not well cared for, he saw that the more accessible areas indoors were well tended. Inside the door, the large hall had fine woodwork, and the walls were draped with old tapestries. The room was huge, and in similar castles Wagner had seen, the upper reaches were clogged with spider webs. But the inside of this room was immaculately clean—even the corners of the ceilings, far above his head. 
 
    A huge curving staircase dominated the room with a thick banister covered in hundreds of years of polish and wax. Doorways led off to other parts of the castle from this central entry foyer. A red Persian carpet covered the floor. At the edges of the enormous room, the black and white checked marble floor was visible. Windows high above on the front wall let in a stream of diffuse light, and Wagner noted that the sun, while it was shining through the clouds outside, did not directly pierce the windows. They must be shaded to reduce glare, he thought. 
 
    It the center of the room was a round wooden table with a vase of fresh flowers, and a thick envelope addressed “My Dear Herr Wagner” in a fine and curling script. Wagner stepped into the room and looked around. He was alone. 
 
    He moved to the table and opened the letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My Dear Herr Wagner, 
 
      
 
    I must humbly thank you for making the long and sometimes treacherous journey to my home from your distant Bavaria. As I am sure you must already have seen, the castle can benefit from the touch of a skilled craftsman such as yourself. It was sadly neglected for many years, and has, I am afraid, fallen into some disrepair. 
 
      
 
    It is with some regret that I must inform you I have been called away on business. I often travel long distances, and I am frequently away during the days. Do not let this concern you. I will make your acquaintance soon, and we will become close friends. My servant will prepare meals for you, and should you require any supplies, you will leave him a list at the breakfast table. He will be certain to secure the necessary items for you from the shops in the village. 
 
      
 
    You have the run of the castle for your inspections, and you may begin your work wherever you should see fit. Should you come across any portions of the buildings that are locked, this will be because they are very old and disused. I shall endeavor to locate the keys to these sections for you when I return. A room has been prepared for you, and I have included a small map of sorts indicating areas of the castle I know to require your stone-working services. 
 
      
 
    We shall meet soon. Until then, welcome. 
 
      
 
    D 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wagner looked up from the letter at the mention of a servant, but as far as he could determine, he was still alone in the cavernous room. He briefly inspected the parchment map, and then returned the letter and the map to the envelope from which they had come. 
 
    He thought it strange that the Count was not available to meet him, and that the servant was nowhere to be seen, either. He wondered whether the vanishing coach driver was the servant in question. He determined to settle into his room and then have a look around the castle, but it occurred to him that he had no idea where his room might be. The small hand-drawn map the Count had included indicated only areas of disrepair—most of which were near the upper reaches of the structure. There was no mention of where he would find his room, the kitchen, or the servant’s quarters, for that matter. 
 
    “Right then,” he said aloud. “I suppose the exploration will come first.” 
 
    He strode across the lush carpet, examining the broad slabs of gray stone that made up the walls of the foyer. The foyer was in good shape, and he didn’t think he would need to do any work in the large room; he knew from experience that the weaker sections would be the disused parts of the building. He crossed to a hallway that led toward the rear of the castle. Off the hall were doors to a small sitting room, a cramped space with a lovely antique writing desk, and a few rooms that were completely empty of furniture or decoration—they were little more than stone cells with bare walls, and they were oddly incongruent with the rest of the lushly decorated place. Wagner wondered whether the spaces were simply yet to be decorated, or if they had some other purpose. For storage, perhaps? 
 
    The things he found most interesting were small nicks and cuts in the stone in various places along the walls and extending up high to the ceilings. The marks did not look natural, yet he could not fathom what purpose the original designers might have had for such marks and gouges in the stone. 
 
    At the end of the long limestone corridor with a seemingly new running carpet, he followed his nose to a large kitchen, with a wooden table, set for one. The room was awash with the glorious scents of warm, inviting food. There were two candles lit in the candelabrum on the table, as well as fine silver, a linen napkin, and what appeared to be Chinese porcelain, although Wagner was no expert. A large jug of water was dripping condensation onto the white lace tablecloth. A huge platter heaped with meat and cheese was the centerpiece, but he also found warm bread, mashed potatoes, and leafy green vegetables. There was probably enough food set out for five men or more, and most of it was still quite warm. Again, he glanced around, looking for the servant that might have prepared the meal. He must have been here just moments ago. 
 
    He was alone in the room, though, and not a pot or pan swung from the hanging rack as if it had been recently disturbed. Besides the food on the table, there was no indication that anyone had been in the room recently. Chopping surfaces were clean, and dishes were dry in the draining racks near the sink. Knives gleamed and were neatly arrayed on a preparation table. Yet another mystery for another time, he thought. He suddenly felt famished, and so, feeling quite guilty to be dining alone and at the effort of some unseen helper, he sat and ate. 
 
    Once again, as at the tavern, the food was fantastic. He was disappointed to be leaving so much of it behind. He did not know how many unseen servants the Count might have wandering around the sprawling castle, but it was very clear from the table’s arrangement that this feast had been meant solely for him. 
 
    He stood from the table after eating and was about to retrace his steps back toward the front foyer, when he spotted a door ajar at the far corner of the kitchen. He strode across the room to the door. It was unlocked and revealed a descending spiral stone staircase. Thinking it might lead to the servant’s quarters, and wishing to express his thanks for the fine meal, he began his descent. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The curving stairway was dark, but Wagner had snatched a candlestick from the kitchen before descending. The dull orange glow bounced and danced as he made his way deeper into the foundations of the castle. The stonework was good and solid, the limestone steps wide and smooth from years of foot traffic. The walls showed no signs of moisture, which was always a good thing. However, he found more of the strange nick marks in the walls a few feet up from the steps and going up to the stairwell’s curved ceiling. 
 
    As he descended, he found room after room off the spiral steps, most of which were empty. Those that were not held items like crates and furniture covered in old dusty sheets. At first, Wagner was concerned with finding the servants, but the engineering part of his mind soon lost that thread, and he became completely engulfed in the mystery of what might lie at the bottom of the twisting stair, and why this stairwell and these rooms had been carved out of the rock. He was now far below the ground floor of the castle, and most likely far below any other basement levels of the structure as well. He pictured the castle like a giant pinwheel, with the staircase and its occasional small cramped rooms as the long stick. 
 
    How deep does this go? 
 
    When the stairs finally leveled out into an arched room, Wagner guessed the distance down from the kitchen to be some four hundred feet—an exceptionally long way to burrow into solid rock, only so you could place a room. He stepped into the arched room and instantly recognized it for what it was. A wine cellar. But the notion that someone would want a cellar this far below a castle boggled his mind. Surely there was something more. 
 
    The room, with its soaring arched ceiling, was filled with hundreds of wooden wine racks, each filled with dusty bottles. The arrangement of the racks was like a maze, but Wagner easily navigated through them. Since childhood, he had always had an innate ability to keep track of his location in busy markets or twisting alleyways. As he had grown older, he found the ability extended to not getting lost in the forests, where his friends would be clueless as to their direction. He moved around the room, the dank air suggesting that this far down into the mountain, water had done its work and found the tiny cracks and crevices it always does. At the edges of the room, he found the walls were oddly shaped nooks, coves, and crannies that allowed wooden racks to be placed at all angles to hold the cellar’s voluminous collection of dusty wine bottles. Wagner did not know wines, but he had seen a few large collections of which the owners were proud. This one would have made all those men seem like amateurs. 
 
    He stepped into one corner, the light from his candle flickering and casting huge shadows up the racks of bottles. But the shadows did not hold his attention. Again, the architecture was what took root in his mind. With his many years of working with stone and buildings, his well-trained eyes could not help but notice the finer details of his surroundings: The twisting bends and corners, nooks, and even crawlspaces of the place were incongruent with a simple wine cellar—even a spectacularly large one such as this—and he wondered whether the maze-like design had been intentional. He could see the stone walls behind the racks contributed to the overall design. It was not just the rack arrangement, though, it was something else, something he could not put a finger on. Perhaps the quality of the stone differed? Was it a stone much harder, and thus more difficult to cut? Or maybe the room had been fashioned from a naturally occurring cavern in the mountain? The other possibility—that the room had intentionally been designed with a maze-like quality, to confound and delay those moving through it—seemed absurd. That was something that belonged more on a battlefield, not in a damp wine cellar. He tried to examine the stone through the spaces in the wooden racks, but his feeble candlelight and the smoothness of the stone made it difficult to determine the material. Probably local limestone, but why would someone polish the stone down here? 
 
    Then he found the door. 
 
    Other than the access to the spiral stair, the door at the far back of the cellar was the only other egress. But the wide wooden door was locked, and Wagner did not have a key. He spent a moment looking at the wall where the door sat obstinately taunting him. He examined the frame of the door, the floor, and the corners of the wall. Yet another mystery, for yet another day. This place will be fun. 
 
    Then he turned and strolled across the floor to the doorway to the stairs. He began his ascent, and he whistled as he climbed. As an alpinist that had climbed in Bavaria and the Swiss Alps, a long trudge up a spiral stair held little difficulty for him, and he was excited to explore the rest of this strange castle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the curious German was gone, one of the racks of wine bottles swung silently away from a wall, like a hinged door. The bottles themselves were so snug in their wooden beds within the rack that no glass tinkled from the movement. The hinges on the rack were well oiled and moved in absolute silence. Behind the rack, an open stone doorway revealed a large room with a bed and several grated holes in the floor. The man that had been quietly standing in the room and watching Wagner stepped out. He closed the gliding wine rack façade and moved further into the gloom of the darkened cellar. 
 
    He had no need of candlelight to see. He was used to the dark. Life with the Master had given him certain gifts and opportunities, while at the same time taking away so much more. He knew the Master had hired the German to come restore some of the stonework around the castle. He had been expecting the man. Still, he was surprised the stonemason had found his way down to the wine cellar so quickly. The man had watched through the rows of dusty green bottles, while the stonemason puzzled over the door to the Master’s private room. He wondered how much the German might suspect. Impossible to tell. He knew only that it was his duty to protect the Master. 
 
    The German was tall and thin. His hair was a shaggy blonde mane that fell to the bottom of his collar. He had looked harmless enough until he began scrutinizing the wall of the Master’s lair, as if he were considering how best to knock it down with a sledgehammer. But then he had left, defeated by the simple lock on the door, whistling his way up the stairs as if he had no cares in the world. 
 
    The man moved from the wine rack to the foot of the stairs and strained his ears. He could just barely hear the stonemason, far above him up the twisting steps. Too cheery. The German did not belong. I will have to do something about it. He started up the stairs, thinking about how he might kill the German and make it look like an accident. The Master need never know. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    When dusk finally came, he would awake from his long slumber. The servant waited just outside the room for him, in the dark. The Master would wake quickly each time, stepping from his place of rest with nimble agility, and moving rapidly to the door. The servant would always greet him. It had been this way each day, for years. 
 
    The servant longed for these interactions with the Master. Most days, he would perform his duties around the castle as rapidly as he could, so that he might spend more time waiting, just outside the door to the Master’s chambers. Today had been different because of the presence of the nosy German. The servant had followed the German intruder unseen throughout the day. The servant understood why the stonemason had been invited to the castle, but he instantly disliked the man. He also hated to wait on the man, always making sure to include some of his saliva in the warm food he prepared for the German. 
 
    But thoughts of the German quickly faded as the servant checked his fob watch and saw the time. Even in the dark of the cellar, with no windows nearby and no sources of light, he could tell when dusk was upon him. He did not really need the watch. He always knew when the Master would wake. 
 
    He reached out for the latch to the door with one hand, the key in the other. He was about to slip the key into its cold metal lockplate when he heard the presence on the other side of the door. The lock tumbled of its own accord. The servant stepped back and held his breath, prepared to behold his beloved Master. 
 
    A gust of wind blew the door wide, and it slammed against the hard stone wall. The servant dropped to his knees, as he had done so many times. He hardly noticed the rough surface anymore through the callused skin on his bony legs. 
 
    “Master,” he whispered. 
 
    The Master stood and glared, his deep eyes like twin pools of lava tumbling through a black void. He looked down at the servant for a moment, then gently waved his hand, indicating that the servant should rise. 
 
    As he stood, almost a head taller than the Master, the servant was eager for a command, but more than that, he longed for the Master to fulfill his promise. A promise of immortality. 
 
    “Tell me,” the Master said. His voice was like a smooth scraping of fabric over rough stone. His eyes were devastating, even in the darkness. The servant would not meet those eyes. Not if he could help it. 
 
    Looking at the floor, the servant stepped back to allow his Master to walk first through the maze of wine racks. “The German has come, my Master. He has fed and explored the castle, before he settled in to his room on the west side. I put him on the second floor.” 
 
    The Master swept through the darkened cellar with no difficulty—the pattern of the racks was known to him, and he had no need for light to see. “Fine,” he told the servant. He paused at the door to the spiral stair that would lead him up and out. Into the night. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” his Master asked. There was a hint of menace in his voice. The servant understood that somehow, the Master knew there was more. He always knew. It was useless to try to hide something from him. 
 
    “The German found the door to your chambers,” the servant said. He took a quick step back against the wall of dusty wine bottles behind him, in case he had displeased the Master. Not that it would have made any difference. The retreat was instinctual. “He studied the door before departing. I do not like him. Will you kill him?” 
 
    The Master turned his eyes—embers now catching into brilliant flame—onto the servant. The servant felt his head being raised, his chin lifted by an unseen force, until his eyes met those of the Master. He wanted to whimper and cry, but he knew that would do no good. 
 
    The Master was silent for seconds, but it felt like minutes to the nervous servant. “He is a mason, Petran. He is interested in stone. He is also my guest. I must afford him every courtesy.” 
 
    The Master turned his eyes back to the doorway into the spiral stair, and Petran felt the power that had grasped his face in the darkness release its hold. He lowered his eyes to the floor again, grateful for the reprieve from his Master’s terrible wrath, but sullen about the verdict on the German. 
 
    “All the same, Petran,” the Master began to ascend the stairs, a slow and measured step at a time. “Let us see if we can dissuade the man from returning to the cellar for awhile. You will ensure that the door at the top of the stairs remains locked. And you will watch him.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Petran dipped his head under the doorframe and followed his Master up the steps. It was always the same. The Master woke ravenously hungry, but he would take the first fifty or so steps at a leisurely pace, before his hunger aroused in him a greater need. Then he would flee up the stairs with abandon, seeking his first meal of the night. Petran would dutifully follow up the steps, until he was left behind. 
 
    “I hunger, Petran. Where shall I go tonight?” The Master’s voice was still calm, the embrace of his need not yet fully upon him. He would remain civil and restrained until it had him in its grip. Petran had seen it countless times. How he longed to know that need. To feel that power. 
 
    “There is a lovely new serving girl at the tavern. She is young.” 
 
    “I know. I have…seen her already,” the Master stopped on the steps to remove his shoes. Petran waited, then reached out his hand to receive the black leather shoes. The Master stretched his arms and his back. He did not turn to face Petran. “Do not wait up for me, Petran. I need you rested in the morning, to keep an eye on the German.” 
 
    With that, the Master reached out his hands to one wall on the side of the stairwell. He stepped up on to the wall with his toes finding purchase in crevices too small for Petran to see. Then, crawling like a spider, the Master worked his way up the wall toward the ceiling of the ascending passageway. In a blur, he was gone up the stairs. A creature of habit. Always the same. When the Master needed to run, he preferred the high places. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A week passed before Wagner met the Count. 
 
    There was much to do during that time. Wagner had wandered the dark halls and the crevices of most parts of the vast castle to which he had access. Some of the parts of the castle were still locked, and he had made a careful note of those sections on the map the absentee Count had left for him. Others were inaccessible from fallen rubble and burnt or splintered timber. He came to the conclusion that the castle had suffered from a fire at some point in the last thirty years, and entire portions of the castle appeared to have been abandoned as a result. Black scorch marks were still visible in some places on the gray stone walls, and more than once he had encountered a pile of debris so high that it almost resembled an intentional barricade. 
 
    Still, he was determined to survey the extent of the damage to the structure, and he had even gone so far as to explore the base of the building along the cliffs, utilizing rope—and in one case on the northwest corner, going so far as to employ his alpine abilities with hammer and pitons. The damage was mostly superficial. The building had stood for hundreds of years and would continue to do so. Wagner made extensive notes and diagrams for areas requiring work, whether the need was minor or major. 
 
    In the week of exploration, he still did not encounter a single servant in the castle, yet his meals were always laid on the table three times a day. His room was cleaned as well. By the fourth day, with no sign of the Count or his helpers, Wagner began to plan a way to spy the servant setting out his meals. He rose two hours earlier and made his way to the large kitchen, with the intent of spotting the servant laying out the morning meal. But when he arrived in the kitchen, his place at the table had already been set. He finished the food and left the kitchen, then unexpectedly came back twenty minutes later, hoping to find the servant clearing the dishes, but the dishes were still in place on the table. When he went away and came back in another twenty minutes, the table had been cleared, and the dishes washed. 
 
    He gave up his espionage and resumed his explorations of the castle and his inspection of cracks and joints for a few hours. He lost track of time—he had intended to again attempt to catch out the servant at lunch—and by the time he made it back to the kitchen, his stomach growling for a snack, the table had been secretly prepared again. 
 
    On the sixth day he left a note on the table, thanking the invisible servant for the meals, and inviting the person to remain behind, so he might speak to him or her and ask questions about the nature of the damage to the building. He also left a short list of needed supplies, both personal and professional. 
 
    On the morning of the seventh day, his meal was set at the table again, as usual. There was no sign of any servant, but the items he had requested—a blank journal, a pen, washing soap, a small hand trowel, a larger shovel, and a pick ax—were all either on the table or leaning against it. He inspected the assembled tools. They were crude, but they would work to help him clear rubble and dig away any crumbling bits of mortar, so he could see just how far certain cracks on the third floor went. 
 
    He still had the upper reaches of the castle to explore and document on his Map of Improvements, as he came to think of it. And, of course, there was the thing he had discovered yesterday before hunger drove him down to dinner and then to sleep. It weighed on his mind, and he yearned to investigate it. 
 
    Right. Everyone needs to take a day of rest, he told himself. 
 
    Wagner returned first to his spacious room with the tools, and left them on a dressing table. He collected a small leather backpack he had brought with him from Germany, and he placed the leather-bound journal and the fountain pen inside it. Then he went to one of his larger valises, a rectangular black case, and retrieved one of his most prized possessions. The tan paper tube was about a foot long, with shiny brass rings capping either end. One of the brass caps held a bulbous convex glass. The all-new, American, “electric device” would allow him to see in the dark in brief flashes, but the filament and the zinc-carbon batteries would need to be shut off and rested often. Still, this tool, given to him by his policeman uncle in New York, would be just the thing for his explorations today. The tube, carefully packed in its velvet-lined wooden box, went into the small leather backpack, and he set off. 
 
    He mounted the narrow stairs to the third floor of the castle with an enthusiasm he had been lacking in his previous exploits. On those days, he had been working, mapping, and analyzing damage. Today, he would be indulging his hobby. So when he reached the corridor off the wooden stairs that led to the darkened third floor hall, with its dreary stone walls and lack of windows, Wagner was not put off. He moved into the gloom away from the stairs, and waited until he could no longer see in the darkness, before he lit a match to get a glimpse of his surroundings. He had previously explored some of this hallway, and he remembered the double doors of banded wood that led to his destination. He would save the American device for later, when it would be more useful. For now, the flickering orange flame from his wooden match threw off all the wavering light he needed. He proceeded down the maroon Oriental rug that lined the long corridor until he reached the double doors. Outside the doorway was a black iron sconce with the three candles he had placed the day before. He lit them just as the match began to gutter. The first two candles caught, but the third did not. Still, the light from the two red wax sticks illuminated the hallway before the wooden match died. He raised one of the candles, careful not to allow any wax droplets to fall onto the carpet. He lit the third candle in the sconce and replaced the first stick in its place. 
 
    His hands now free, he moved to the double doors and swung them both inward, then inhaled the smell and smiled. The distinctive odor of a library swept over him, filling him with memories of his childhood. Paper. Dust. Glue. Leather. Some mildew, although he would not know the extent of the damaged volumes until he had taken an inventory of the place. He stepped into the blackness and stopped to squat on the floor. He removed his pack and the wooden box. Now was the time for the “flashlight,” as people were coming to call the American electric device. He would only be able to use it in short bursts, but it would be enough for him to determine whether it would be safe to bring some of the candlesticks in and light sconces or candelabra. He would not risk setting an entire library aflame. 
 
    The blaze of yellow light from the carbon-filament device showed a massive room with what Wagner guessed must have been at least twenty-thousand volumes, all carefully resting on beautifully carved wooden shelving that lined the walls and ran up into one of the castle’s towers for at least three further floors. Delicate wrought iron spiral stairs led up into the upper reaches of darkness. Wagner caught his breath and shut off the tube. “Mein Gott!” 
 
    The floor appeared, in his quick glance with the electric light, to be all white marble and was clear of papers or books, so he now had no fear of using the candles. He stepped back out of the room and pulled a bare candlestick from the sconce on the wall, and then re-entered the room with it. The glow of the flame lent a far warmer feeling to the already magical room than the harsh electric light had. Wagner did not know if he had ever seen so many books in a personal library. It was like one of the great university libraries in Germany, the stacks seemingly endless. He turned to the wall just inside the doors and found more sconces with older yellow wax candles already in place. He lit all eight sticks before turning to again appreciate the room. 
 
    The sconces threw off a greater illumination than his electric tube had, and now he could see the rooms off to the side of the main foyer, the balconies of the upper levels, and the twisting turning shelves at the far end of the room. He was reminded of the wine cellar, with its peculiar maze-like design. 
 
    As he scanned the dim recesses of the cavernous library, Andreas Wagner thought he might be in heaven. A lover of reading since he was a boy in lederhosen, he would devour anything with a binding, whether a story or an instruction manual. He had known upon taking the job in Hungary that it might take him months, or even years, to finish his work, depending on the structural damage to the castle. He had been prepared mentally for a long stretch of no access to reading, due to the castle’s remote location. But now, seeing the Count’s immense personal library, Wagner wondered if it might be in his best interest to exaggerate the time it would take to complete the restoration work on the building. He could spend his entire life in this library and not read even half of the volumes it contained. 
 
    Too honest to consider such a thought for long, he dismissed it and ventured further into the depths of the library, lighting candles where he found them, and scanning the golden lettering on the spines of the thick leather-bound books. In moments, he was lost, both physically in the labyrinth of the place, and mentally in a blissful world of the written word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusk came without notice. Wagner had occasionally gnawed on a small loaf of bread and a larger hunk of cheese he had brought with him in his pack, but for the most part, the day passed without his realizing it. 
 
    The books were all. 
 
    He sat in a plush leather armchair he had found on the fourth floor of the library—four floors!—and rested his feet against the nearby railing. He was well into a serial story in the thousandth issue of Blackwood’s Magazine, by a fellow he had never heard of before. Conrad. Heart of Darkness. He was about to absentmindedly turn yet another page, when he heard a shuffling noise from below him in the depths of the library. 
 
    Wagner set the magazine aside reluctantly. The story had been engaging, and he had been pleasantly surprised to find how up-to-date the Count’s library was on modern popular fiction. He stood slowly, feeling stiffness from having sat still so long. He leaned over the railing to glance down to the marble floor, where he had heard the sound. Surely this was his much sought after servant, and the railing four floors up would provide him the perfect spying vantage. 
 
    Instead of finding the scurrying servant though, what he found four floors below him was far more disconcerting. 
 
    The lowest level of the library was plunged into blackness. The candles on the walls on that level and out in the corridor had died. He quickly checked the time on his fob watch—a battered, brass thing he had found in a small shop in Switzerland—and saw that it was evening, but not so late the candles would have run down to the quicks on their own. The servant must have extinguished them. 
 
    Wagner picked up the tubular flashlight and the box of matches he had set on the small table by the plush chair. He moved to go to the end of the balcony and descend the spiral stairs. He would just have to re-light the candles. Otherwise finding his way out of the room once he had returned his reading stack to the shelves might prove tricky. 
 
    He heard the shuffling noise once again, but this time it came from up on the fourth level, with him. The opposite direction this time, down at the other end of the long balcony, in a part of the level he had yet to explore, and which was still dark. He turned toward the sound, and when he saw a flicker in his peripheral vision, he turned back toward the stairs. The candle by the stairwell had gone out now as well. Only the candle on the small table next to his reading chair remained lit. 
 
    The rest of the library was cloaked in darkness, and Wagner felt suddenly that only his island of comforting ocher light was safe. Chastising himself for acting like a child, he stepped forward, passing the lone candle, and making for the unexplored part of the fourth floor. 
 
    He had taken only a few steps past his little reading nook when a sharp gust of wind blew past him, mussing his hair, making his unbuttoned vest flap open, and extinguishing the last of his light. 
 
    Then the shuffling sound began again in the dark. 
 
    He was initially seized with a paralyzing terror, but then as the smoke from the extinguished candle wafted past his nose, filling him with the familiar burnt scent, he once again calmed and berated himself. 
 
    A window must be open, he thought. 
 
    He recalled the layout of the next several feet along the railing on the balcony; he had been up here for hours. He moved forward in the dark without resorting to the matches or his electric light. When he heard the shuffling again, he worried for the books. Could be rats. Possibly in the walls. They will eat the bindings. I must set some traps tomorrow. 
 
    But the noise did not sound like the skittering feet of rats. Wagner had seen and heard plenty of them in Germany. This noise was soft but persistent. Like the beat of a bird’s wings or like a dog continuously licking its chops. 
 
    As he stepped into the area at the end of the balcony, where his reading light had not penetrated all afternoon, he stopped and listened hard in the complete darkness. 
 
    Nothing. The fluttering sound had vanished. 
 
    Wagner raised the electric tube in the blackness in front of him and pressed the ignition lever. 
 
    The room strobed into focus with an excruciating white brilliance, like a flash of lightning. Before him stood a creature, almost like a man, but with a mouth full of teeth like a wolf. Its eyes were red burning coals. The thing was in obvious pain and anguish from the light, recoiling in horror, as its image—black, so much blackness, as if the shadows had retreated to the thing and wrapped around it like a cloak—terrified Wagner. His finger slipped off the lever and the room was immediately swallowed by darkness. 
 
    When he managed, with shaking hands, to ignite the flashlight again, he found he was once again alone in the room, with nothing more than shelves, books, and the fleeting image of the creature in his mind’s eye. 
 
    And then, from behind him, came the clearing of a throat. 
 
    “You must be Stonemaster Andreas Wagner,” a voice as smooth as velvet said. “I am Count Dracula.” 
 
    Wagner whipped around with the beam of light from the electric device. He was surprised to find a man at the far end of the balcony, by the stairs. He could have sworn the voice was right behind him. 
 
    The man was about the same height as Wagner, wearing a long traveling coat, vest, and scarf. He was young—or at least younger than Wagner had expected. In their correspondence, the Count had seemed an older man. But the man that stood before him could not have been more than thirty-five years of age. 
 
    The Count stood solemnly by the vast bookshelves, his countenance one part amusement and the other part disdain. His hair was long and dark, one strand of it falling across his brow. His eyes were a deep dark color, and Wagner felt like they were drilling into his soul. But then the man smiled widely, showing his perfectly ordinary and white teeth. It was a friendly and inviting smile, and Wagner was instantly put at ease. That could not have been this man, could it? His teeth! Was I just seeing things? He momentarily discarded the image of the creature he had glimpsed, and recalled his manners. 
 
    “Count. I hope you do not mind my exploring your wonderful library,” Wagner said as he strode down the balcony and relit the candle on his reading table before extinguishing his flashlight and returning it to its box. He then turned to shake the Count’s extended hand. 
 
    “Not at all,” replied the Count. “I am delighted to meet you and to discover that, like me, you are also a bibliophile. The best gentlemen are.” The man smiled warmly as they shook hands, and Wagner noted that while the handshake was firm, the skin of the Count’s hand was cool to the touch and as smooth as fine marble. 
 
    “I was beginning to think we might never meet,” Wagner began as their embrace broke. 
 
    “I must apologize, sir. My work, at times, takes me far afield. Have you had time to familiarize yourself with the castle?” Wagner noted that the Count spoke with some formality, but his manner was very familiar. 
 
    “I have, sir. The damage is extensive in some places, but most of it is superficial. I don’t anticipate any problems with the work, but I will need to bring on an assistant, as we had discussed.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The Count glanced at Wagner’s reading stack, picking up items and smiling as he returned them to the table. “You have good taste. You still intend to hire this man, Bischoff?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Fridtjof Bischoff—Fritz—is a first-class stone worker and a good friend. I’ve asked him to come 
 
    with my wife. He will be bringing his own wife, Gretchen, so the ladies will have each other for company, as we men get to the work.” Wagner felt uncomfortable lying about Gretchen being married to Fritz, but he had discussed the story with them ahead of time, suggesting it would be less likely to cause a stir. 
 
    The Count paused in his examination of the reading stack and slowly turned to Wagner. His face was suddenly serious. 
 
    “That…is probably a very good idea, Mr. Wagner.” He smiled widely again, and his teeth glittered in the yellow light. 
 
    “I may yet again be called away on business,” the Count said, as he began walking back toward the stairs. Wagner followed him. “I trust all your needs are being taken care of?” 
 
    “I have yet to actually see one of your servants, Count, but they have been very helpful in providing my meals and procuring my tools for me.” 
 
    “Ah. Petran is shy sometimes. I am sure you will see him around at some point.” The Count turned and abruptly strode to the top of the stairs. Wagner followed him, and when the Count reached the steps he turned again. 
 
    “I must take my leave of you, my good Andreas, for I am quite tired from this recent excursion to Serbia.” They shook hands again. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Wagner replied. “I hope your trip was a successful one. What kind of work is it that you do?” 
 
    The Count smiled broadly again. “I am an expert on rare disorders of the blood.” 
 
    “Oh! A doctor, then?” Wagner smiled back. 
 
    “No. For me it is purely a personal interest and one of research. I am called upon to examine many individuals, though. Have a good night sir, and enjoy the rest of your reading.” With that, the Count turned rapidly, his coat swirling around him. Wagner was briefly reminded of the thing he thought he had seen—The shadows! The fangs!—before he dismissed the vision as pure nerves. As the Count descended the spiral stair into darkness, Wagner returned to his reading stack and determined to return his selections to the shelves before bed, with the exception of the Conrad, which he would take with him to his room. When he reached his small table with his belongings, the lower levels of the library began to glow again. 
 
    He stepped over to the rail and looked down to see the Count now on the lower level and crossing the marble floor. How did he get down so fast? The man walked along the wall, past the already re-lit candlesticks on each sconce. Wagner watched with amazement, as with each candle the Count passed, the small lick of flame would first practically gutter, and then, once the Count had passed the sconce, its flame would surge again into full brightness. Before his mind could comprehend what he had just seen, the Count had left the room, his feet appearing to glide over the floor more than walk. 
 
    My mind is definitely playing tricks on me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Wagner saw the Count only in passing during the following days. He hardly gave any thought to the hideous apparition that had appeared before him in the gloom of the library. His rational mind, in the light of day, assumed he had been dozing in the chair. The whole sequence of the events was now muddled in his mind. 
 
    Instead of dwelling on it, he had set to work the following day, hauling rubble in a rickety wheelbarrow and dumping what portions he saw no further use for over the edge of the castle’s cliffs. He was thrifty, though, and carefully assessed each stone or piece of jagged timber for its potential of being reused, when it came time for shoring up walls or fixing damage. The work kept him busy from his breakfast until his dinner. He would take a brief break for lunch, but he often found himself taking his sandwich with him and consuming it quickly on the way back to the wheelbarrow. The ability to lose himself in his work took his mind off the tragic events of the past. 
 
    At the end of the fourth day after meeting the Count in the library, Wagner entered the kitchen expecting to find his dinner, but instead an empty table and a single lit candle awaited him. On the table, a small handwritten note rested in the place where he normally ate. 
 
      
 
    The Count requests your presence at an informal dinner in the parlor, off the library. 
 
    —Petran 
 
      
 
    Wagner looked at the note briefly, then turned to head up to the library. He was not sure of the location of any room that might be called a ‘parlor’ near the library, but he felt confident he could find the Count, wherever the man might be. He went by his room and collected his small notebook and pen, thinking the Count might have some specific instructions for him, and then proceeded to make his way to the library. The corridor outside the double doors was dark, but inside the library there was a small flickering light. As Wagner stepped into the entrance to the library, he saw the source of the light was coming from a door on the wall to his left. He had missed the door on his last visit to the library, enchanted as he had been with the books. His journey had taken him deeper into the stacks off to the right, and eventually into the upper levels and balconies. 
 
    Now he stepped into the doorway off the library and took in the rich upholstery and fine drapes of the room. The carpet was thick and lush. Some dimly lit oil paintings adorned the walls, along with more of the sorts of tapestries he had seen in the corridors and in the castle’s lobby. At the far wall, a curtain had been pulled part way across the wall. He realized it obscured an entryway to another room. A wide arch that, with the curtain pulled, would appear to be a wall, but was in fact a room divider. The source of the candlelight was on the other side of the curtain. He took a few steps through the small sitting room toward the curtain, but stopped. He heard a curious slurping noise from the other side of the curtain. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt he should announce his presence. 
 
    “Count? It is I, Herr Wagner.” 
 
    A swift shuffling noise came from beyond the curtain. Then he heard a sound he recognized. That of a man standing up from an old chair. 
 
    “Ah, Herr Wagner,” came the smooth voice. “Do join me.” 
 
    The Count pulled the curtain aside with a flourish, revealing an identical sitting room on the other side. The same rich burgundy fabrics had been used on its walls. The carpet was all of one piece with the first sitting room. It had clearly been cut to fit the space from wall to wall. More faded tapestries and oil paintings with gilded ornate wooden frames decorated the walls, while plush settees and chairs filled the floor space of the room. 
 
    The Count stepped back into the room and returned to the chair in which he had been seated, a small bowl of dark soup rested on a table next to his chair. He also had a crystal goblet of deep red wine on the table. Wagner noted that it was nearly empty. He worried briefly that he might be late—the Count had clearly started without him. 
 
    “Please, sit,” the Count encouraged him. Wagner noted another small table with a wine glass and a bowl of steaming soup for him. Based on how much steam the soup gave off, it could not have been in the room more than a few minutes. Perhaps I am not late after all. 
 
    “I hope you will forgive me for beginning without you, but I was famished. I’ve just returned from a long day up north.” The Count smiled a small tight smile, then set back in his chair as if he was finished with his meal. Although the wine glass was nearly empty, the man’s bowl was practically full. 
 
    “Of course, Count. Thank you so much for inviting me to dinner.” Wagner was starving, and he hoped there would be more than just the soup. The normal meals Petran served him were huge. By comparison, the soup was just a snack. Despite his hunger, he felt a compulsion to wait for the Count’s encouragement that he should eat. “I have been hard at work these past few days. I would relish some conversation.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the Count told him. “Petran informs me that you have been working very diligently, often not even taking time for a proper lunch. I can assure you that you are under no time constraints to finish your work, my good sir. Please, eat. While your soup is still warm.” The Count gestured slightly with his hand to the bowl, and Wagner was surprised at the length of the man’s fingernails. Wagner picked up his spoon and sampled the thick soup. It was too hot, but he made a show of enjoying the mostly bland, but slightly meaty, taste. 
 
    The Count took up his wine goblet and leaned far back into his chair. The sole candle in the room left the man mostly in shadow. He slowly sipped from the rim of the glass, his eyes never leaving Wagner. 
 
    Wagner ate a few spoonfuls of the soup, waiting for the Count to initiate the conversation. He wasn’t quite sure what the Count wanted to discuss with him. He assumed the man would want to talk about the restoration of the castle, or maybe their shared tastes in reading. But the Count remained silent and his gaze never wavered. The look was beginning to make Wagner uneasy. 
 
    “Are you well, Count?” Wagner asked, after a few moments. 
 
    As if coming out of a slight dream, the Count sat forward in his chair. “I am sorry. Forgive me, I was lost in memory. You were saying?” The man’s demeanor seemed like that of an old and fragile grandfather coming out of a cloud of recollection. Wagner was again struck by the odd contrast in the man’s bearing and his looks. He appeared to be a young man—possibly younger than Wagner. He wondered at the memory that had so absorbed the Count, but knew it would be rude to ask. 
 
    “I was wondering if you wanted to hear about the restoration work,” Wagner said, for lack of a better conversation topic. 
 
    “I am certain you have things well in hand. Do you have all that you require?” The Count leaned back into the shadow of his wingback chair once again. 
 
    “Actually, you had said in your welcome letter that you would obtain the keys for me to those upper rooms in the east wing that are locked.” The Count raised an eyebrow and held his gaze on Wagner. He looked as if he remembered no such promise. 
 
    “To the rooms beyond the debris pile?” Wagner pressed. “I believe the worst of the structural damage would be up there, and I—” 
 
    “Of course,” the Count interrupted him. “Petran will ensure the keys are left for you at the breakfast table. I do not wish to impede your efforts in any way. You find your task manageable, then?” 
 
    “Yes. What I have seen so far confirms my initial assessment, that there will be a few areas that require intense reconstruction, and some things will be slowed by the onset of winter, but I do not anticipate the project to take longer than we had discussed in our correspondence.” Wagner felt in his element at last, speaking about the repairs he would effect to the stone. They spoke for another twenty minutes on the subject, when the Count once again cut him off. 
 
    “I apologize again, but I must take my rest. I have an early start in the morning, for yet another trip. Perhaps we might dine again, on a different day. I would like to speak with you of your favorite authors, and of the latest books in Germany. It has been some time since I have traveled there.” 
 
    “Of course.” Wagner stood. “I shall look forward to it.” 
 
    The Count stood as well and left the room swiftly, as if he were late for an appointment. Wagner looked after the man. He is an odd sort, he thought. One moment sounding older than his years, and at other times seemingly young and vigorous. 
 
    Wagner returned to his chair and sat down to finish his wine. He liked the taste of it. He didn’t know much about wines, but the flavor rolled around and under his tongue. He was feeling warm and tired as he sat back in his chair, now looking at the empty chair across from him. The Count’s bowl remained on the table untouched. The crystal goblet with the wine was gone. Had the Count taken it with him? Wagner couldn’t recall. Suddenly the long day and the warm soup in his belly combined to throw a comfortable blanket of sleepiness over him. He fought for just an instant to stay awake, but then embraced the sensation and fell to dozing in his chair. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Wagner woke deep in the night thinking he had heard a scream, but was unable to recall his dreams. In a moment, his head cleared, and with no further sound in the room save his own breathing, he realized he was only half awake. Any sounds he had heard were from his own sleep-addled mind. The candle in the parlor had burned down to a molten lump of wax, the flame in the last throes of its life. Wagner blew out the candle promptly made his way to his room, extinguishing other lit candles in their sconces as he went, and fell into his bed. 
 
    The following day he found a thick ring of brass keys on the breakfast table. He continued his work around the castle, and eventually found a few dust-choked rooms close to the top of the castle, where the entire roof had caved in. He understood instantly why those sections had been closed off. A few days later he was hauling yet another load down the makeshift plank ramp he had fashioned to get from the second story down the main stairs to the echoing foyer, when it occurred to him that since he had been given the keys to the locked doors of the structure, he hadn’t yet made the descent down to the wine cellar again, to inspect its locked room. He recalled both the dank smell of the cellar and the thought that he’d had about potential water damage. 
 
    I really should give it a further look. 
 
    Although he had still not met Petran, the table was always set for him three times a day, and as he left lists of things he needed, he would always find those items in the kitchen at mealtimes. Instead of taking his wheelbarrow load out to the courtyard to dump, he left it standing in the foyer, setting the rear metal legs down carefully, so as not to scuff the checked marble floor. 
 
    He walked to the kitchen, keeping an eye out for Petran, but as usual, the room was vacant. He crossed the room for the cellar door and curiously found it locked. He took out the large ring of keys that had been left for him, and he tried a few keys in the door until he felt one satisfyingly seat itself in the lock. He twisted, and with a loud clunking, the lock tumbled, and the door opened. 
 
    Many areas of the castle were perpetually dark, because of its poor number of windows. Those that were present were often shaded by architectural design, almost as if this part of Hungary had once been afflicted with blistering desert-like sunshine, instead of the cold, drizzly, and foggy days Wagner had experienced since his arrival. Due to the gloom, he had taken to always traveling the building’s maze of corridors and abundance of rooms armed with his small leather backpack, which contained his flashlight as well as several candles and matches. He took out one of the small sticks now and lit it for his descent of the spiral stairs. 
 
    Along the descent, he popped his head into each of the rooms again, noting that nothing about them had changed. He found it interesting that the last time the door had been ajar, and this time it was locked, yet no one seemed to be using anything in any of the rooms. Wagner wondered if perhaps Petran had been getting into the wines while the Count had been away, and now that the man had returned, Petran was wisely keeping the stairs to the cellar locked. 
 
    None of my business. 
 
    When Wagner reached the twisty cellar, he went directly to the door on the far wall. He set his candle down on the floor, in a small dish he carried in his pack. Then he moved to the lock and began to try his clunky keys. The ring held twenty-eight of the long brass keys, each for different parts of the castle. The Count had told him the skeleton master key for all of the locks had been missing for generations. 
 
    Wagner made a methodical search, having placed a small bit of red string around the barrel of one of the keys, so he wouldn’t lose track of those keys he had tried. The tactic had worked well for him when trying the other locked doors in the building. He had yet to not find the correct key. 
 
    When he tried the last key against this lock to no avail, he frowned. Had he miscounted? He tried each key a second time, beginning with the key with the string, and carefully moving one key at a time around the ring. 
 
    None of the keys worked on this door. 
 
    He took a step back and looked again at the frustrating door—its hinges were on the other side—and frowned again. He could smell a deep odor of rot and decay, and the smell was stronger nearer the door. He would have to get in there to determine the extent of the damage. Any structural problems this low into the mountain probably would not affect the stability of the rest of the castle, but Wagner was not one to leave such things to chance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” a voice hissed at him in English from the shadows. 
 
    Wagner was startled and dropped the ring of keys, as he spun around. 
 
    The sound the brass keys made, clattering and skittering across the stone floor, made the man cringe, as if it caused him acute pain. He stood before Wagner, but well above him. The man must have been seven feet tall. He was painfully thin and gangly, although his form was somewhat masked by his well-tailored dark suit. His hair was long over his brow, and greasy, as if it had not been washed in weeks. In the flickering light of the candle, the man’s eyes looked black. 
 
    “Oh, you gave me quite a start,” Wagner said. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the man repeated. He seemed to be barely containing his anger. 
 
    “My name is Andreas Wagner. The Count has hired me to do renovations on the castle.” 
 
    The man sneered. 
 
    “I know who you are,” he said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Wagner raised an eyebrow at the man, then bent to collect the keys from the floor. When he stood again, he stared directly into the tall man’s eyes. “I was looking for the key to this room. Are you Petran?” 
 
    The man’s expression changed in the dim light. Wagner could almost see him deciding to check his hostility. “I am Petran. The key to that room has been lost for many years. You do not need to go in there.” 
 
    “Oh, but I must. There’s a smell of rot. There could be damage to the foundation—” 
 
    “You do not need to go in there,” Petran said again, firmly. “It is only an old root cellar, and was never used, even when we had the key.” 
 
    “I see,” Wagner said, collecting his candle. But he felt there was more to it. Besides being snide, Petran was protecting something. Perhaps he had been lifting bottles from the Count’s wine collection after all, and storing them in the root cellar. Although Wagner was impressed with Petran’s efficiency, he did not like the man’s manner. I will just have to ask the Count about this room, he thought. 
 
    “Yes, well, thank you for obtaining my supplies and fixing my meals for me, Petran.” 
 
    “I do what the Master requires.” 
 
    Again, the hostility was palpable under the surface. Wagner wondered at the odd choice of words. Petran’s English was better than his—and with an educated enunciation. The man sounded as if he had attended university in England somewhere. Yet the word ‘master’ implied he was more a slave than a household servant or butler. 
 
    “Your English is quite good,” Wagner observed. 
 
    Petran merely stared back at him. 
 
    “Right, well, thank you again.” Wagner headed back for the spiral steps. When he had made it halfway up the long twisting staircase, he realized that Petran had not had a candle of his own. I have left the fellow in the dark. Petran was a surly one, no doubt, but Wagner was not keen on leaving the man blind in the cellar. Grudgingly, he turned and headed down the steps once more. He thought about how odd it was that he had not heard Petran come down the stairs. But he must have seen my light. Only two more rooms led off the stairs before he reached the cellar at the bottom, and those doors were open. He glanced inside each with his candle, looking for the tall servant, but both rooms were empty. As he reached the bottom step, he called out. 
 
    “Petran, my apologies, I did not mean to leave you in the dark.” 
 
    But the wine cellar appeared empty. 
 
    Perplexed, Wagner spent a minute looking around the cellar for Petran, but not finding him, headed back to the stairs. 
 
    There must be another passage or room somewhere. Or maybe he is in the locked room with his secreted bottles. The last thought made Wagner smile. He made the long trudge up the steps to the kitchen, thinking about the strange servant. 
 
    Back in the foyer, he retrieved his wheelbarrow and rolled it out the front door to the courtyard. Earlier in the week he had tidied up the broad space, collecting salvageable bits of rubble and stone, and dumping the rest off the edge of the cliff, at the broken wall. The drop was vertiginous, and it presented quite a hazard, but he figured Petran and the Count had been living with the presence of that drop for some time, and it was nowhere near the front door to the castle. He had chosen to leave the opening in the wall to allow him to dispose of unwanted debris throughout the restoration. It would be one of the last things he fixed. 
 
    As he turned out the front door, the wheel on the cart making its routine squeak that had become so familiar to him that he had not bothered to oil it, he looked around the courtyard at the statues. He always looked at the statues. They were huge and dominated the courtyard, drawing the eyes up from the gray slabs of stone, made smooth with countless footfalls. The statues perplexed him, while at the same time filled him with dread. The two statues of ravens were overly large, as if some prehistoric bird had once inhabited the hills of Transylvania. The five statues of the old men with the flowing beards were stranger. They each wore different costumes or armor, indicating the men came from different periods of conflict throughout history. Each was armed with a spear or chipped sword. Wagner assumed they were the Count’s ancestors. Each statue’s eyes were the same though. Almost as if they were statues of the same man. 
 
    The Count himself only vaguely resembled these men. He had no beard, and his hair was shorter than the flowing locks on each statue’s head. But when Wagner thought of the Count’s eyes…yes, he could tell the Count was related to these ancient men. He thought the Count was an odd man, much older in his manner than his youthful appearance suggested. The man was introverted and dour at times, whereas at others he smiled wryly, seeing humor in things that Wagner did not. Still, the man was amiable enough, and he was paying Wagner very well. I must keep my thoughts on the job. 
 
    He pushed the wheelbarrow along the front wall of the building to the courtyard’s edge, where the broken gray wall left a gap in the defenses to open blue sky, like a missing tooth in an otherwise flawless smile. At the edge, he paused and peered down the crag to the small hills far below. Low-lying clouds shrouded parts of the valley, but other patches of it were brilliant green and brown in the late morning sun. In two places, the beams of light were visible as slanted lines of light tearing down from the clouds and stabbing into the forests far below. 
 
    Beautiful, he thought. Anneli will love it here. Well, maybe not the castle or that arrogant Petran, but the surrounding countryside… 
 
    As he thought of his wife, he walked around the wheelbarrow to its handles and then rolled it forward toward the exposed edge of the courtyard. As he did, a chunk of rock the size of a human head fell off the pile of rubble and rolled back behind him, along the courtyard floor. He stopped the cart at the edge of the precipice and then turned and bent to reach for the fallen stone. 
 
    The action saved his life. 
 
    A huge piece of stone crashed down on the front edge of the wheelbarrow, popping the wooden handles up and banging Wagner on the chin, throwing him sprawling backward into the courtyard, before the cart, and all the stone it contained, flipped through the shattered wall and into the void. From his place on the stone floor of the courtyard, Wagner looked up to the top of the castle. At the top of the wall above him was one of the castle’s many turrets. But he saw nothing to suggest how, or why, any stone might have fallen and nearly knocked him off the cliff. 
 
    I was just up there two days ago, and the stone was solid! 
 
    He strained his eyes to see movement, but detected nothing. The stone must have just dislodged from somewhere I could not see from this vantage point, and fallen. Bad luck. After his strange meeting with Petran, though, Wagner was inclined to suspect foul play. Large slabs of rock did not usually just fall. And he knew of very few incidents where they did so and nearly crushed or killed people. For some reason, when masonry failed, it always seemed to be in harsh storms or in the middle of the night—when most folks were sensibly indoors. 
 
    Wagner stood to his feet and walked across the courtyard to get a better view of the top of the castle’s tower. He still saw nothing to suggest Petran’s hand. He walked cautiously back to the gap in the courtyard wall, glancing upward frequently to check for danger, and peered over the edge. He could not even see the wheelbarrow at the bottom of the drop. He would have been killed, had he not reached for that loose stone. 
 
    He turned now and walked over to the stone that had nearly ended his life. He picked it up and took it with him as he headed for the tower to look for answers. Moments later, he emerged onto the roof of the tower, its low crenellated walls surrounding him. He stepped over to the edge that looked down to the roof of the castle and the courtyard in front of it. He could not see any place on the top of the tower from where the stone might have fallen. Nothing was loose around the retaining wall, and he even leaned over the sides of the walls in all four directions, and examined the walls below the tower. Then he looked at the huge chunk of stone in his hand. 
 
    Wherever you came from, it was not from up here. You’re not even the same kind of stone. 
 
   


  
 



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    A week after the incident with the wheelbarrow, Wagner was walking on the road, having taken advantage of the beautiful day to stroll the few miles into the nearest village. As he walked, his mind drifted back to the incident. He had found nothing out of the ordinary in the tower, and his thoughts that Petran must have been behind the mysterious falling stones quickly faded. He hadn’t seen Petran or the Count in many days, but he had left another list of supplies—including a request for a new wheelbarrow—and they had shown up the following day on or beside the breakfast table, with the new wheelbarrow waiting in the courtyard. He missed the old wheelbarrow’s squeak, but the new one was sturdier. He also made sure to look up whenever he stepped out into the courtyard, but no other unusual items rained down from the heavens. 
 
    The previous day, he’d left a message on the kitchen table explaining his intention—weather permitting—to walk into the village today to examine the tools available at the small shop. He requested the coach be sent to bring him back to the castle at dusk. A terse note was waiting for him at breakfast reading only: 
 
      
 
    It will be done. 
 
    —P 
 
      
 
    So, with the usual hearty breakfast in his stomach, he had set off down the lone road toward the village. He figured it would take him a few hours to get there. The weather was lovely and the sun was just warm enough to make him comfortable. He smiled as he walked, and he welcomed the distance. 
 
    Out in the daylight, away from the gloomy castle, his thoughts turned to his wife and his original hopes that Hungary would provide a new start for them both. Maybe not in the castle or the xenophobic village, but in some small town along the river perhaps. Maybe in Dorna-Watra, the resort town. Many of the buildings and grounds there would need frequent upkeep to continually attract more tourists. And towns with money hired skilled craftsmen. 
 
    It felt good to be out walking again. He had spent many happy days in the hills and mountains of Europe. He hadn’t realized how cooped up he felt in the castle until his boots were clopping along the rocky trail. The forest was dark with coniferous trees, some blue and some nearly black. Still, the shining sun lit the trail, and he whistled as he walked, feeling the oppressive weight of the castle lift from his shoulders with each step. 
 
    Soon enough, he was surprised when the road came out of the woods and into the empty fields. He was startled by their appearance and checked his watch to see whether he had been walking long. The village was small, and he assumed most of the folks farmed in the surrounding fields, although again, he noted that the fields further away from the town were untended. Only those tightly clustered around the village had been worked. He saw one or two men tending their small plots, or just walking in them, but these figures were too distant yet for Wagner to talk with them. When he remembered the hostile reception at the inn, he realized he really did not want to talk with these men anyway. He wanted to examine the tools in the little town with the winding alleys. For all his love of books, Wagner was very much a man of his hands. He loved to work with tools, and he loved to examine them, assess them, and when he had the money to do so, buy them. 
 
    As he came along the dirt path into the center of the village, he noticed the ruined church again, and wondered why the villagers had never repaired it. The white steeple laid crumpled on the ground in front of the small building, and one side of the structure looked like it had simply fallen in. The remains of the white clapboard building had listed to the unaffected side. From the amount of debris, and the rot on the side of the wood cladding, Wagner guessed the building had been out of commission for years. 
 
    As he walked deeper into the little village, he spotted a few menfolk and women, darting indoors at the sight of him. It was no more than he had expected. Still, he spied a small general store on his way into the village, and he suspected that was where Petran had been obtaining items for him. He determined to at least see what was on offer for sale in this remote locale. 
 
    The shop, at one end of town, was a small white building with a thatched roof, not entirely different from the inn or most of the other buildings. The sign, which had been hung above the door with perfect precision, was wood and proclaimed in German: All Things. Wagner noticed that this building was cleaner than the others, and he noted the cut grass and carefully tended flower bed in front of it. Whoever owned the store clearly took pride in maintaining its appearance. 
 
    He stepped through the door, and heard a small bell jingle on the inside of it. The inside of the shop was dim, but through no fault of the building’s design—it was filled from floor to ceiling and from wall to wall with all manner of things in a seemingly haphazard fashion, and the huge stacks obscured the light from the windows. Books, sacks of flour and wheat, tools, clothes, fresh vegetables, cans of paint. It was all stacked in random and unpredictable ways, and the shop was larger on the inside than Wagner might have suspected from the outside. Narrow twisting paths led between the aisles of miscellaneous items, and the floor gave way to stairs down to a larger basement, which he imagined held even more. 
 
    No way can the interior of this shop be run by the same person that tends the outside, he thought. 
 
    The proprietor greeted him from behind the counter, and Wagner understood immediately. It was the Bavarian man with the pipe from the tavern. That explained the well-tended exterior of the building, but not the chaotic interior. 
 
    “Guten tag!” Wagner greeted the man in German. 
 
    “Ah! Herr Wagner, is it not? When we hadn’t seen you in such a long time, we thought perhaps you had given up on your project at the castle.” The man held his distinctive pipe in hand, but it was unlit. He had a thick beard that was going white, while his hair was still mostly dark with just streaks of light at the temples. His eyes were kind, with deep crinkles from a life of laughing. The brown suit he wore was slightly rumpled, with a colorful waistcoast under it. Wagner was reminded of university professors he had seen in Munich. “I am Henning Brandt,” the man said. “Welcome to my shop.” 
 
    Wagner took the offered hand. “You have quite an array of items for sale.” 
 
    Brandt laughed. “Oh yes, I try to have a little of everything. We are far from the other towns and villages, so I try to bring in the odd thing from time to time. I actually have a system to how it’s all arranged, I assure you. Just tell me what you need; I can find it for you.” 
 
    “Just looking for shovels, hammers, any masonry tools you might have. Plus books, of course.” 
 
    The older man’s eyebrows raised. “You are a reader then, my friend? Come, I have much to show you.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Brandt turned and descended stairs at the back of the store to the broad basement, which to Wagner’s estimation ran to a far wider footprint than that of the building. After some more shelving with various bric-a-brac, they entered a section of the shop that held only books. Aisles and aisles of shelves filled with bound volumes of every size. Wagner stopped in complete disbelief. 
 
    The Bavarian turned and looked at Wagner with sympathy. “I know. I bought many in my youth, and even though I know I’ll never live long enough to read all of them, I keep buying more when I make trips to purchase supplies.” He sighed, but there was good nature in it. 
 
    “So this is your personal collection, then?” Wagner asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I sell a few from time to time. Have a look around and let me know if you are looking for anything. The books are arranged in a logical fashion—even if everything upstairs is not.” Herr Brandt laughed again and headed for the stairs as the bell on the front door jingled again. 
 
    Wagner began to examine the stacks and quickly decided it was a good thing the Count’s library was so extensive, or he would be spending all of his pay here. Then he realized that the Count probably secured many of his recent volumes directly from Brandt. He decided to examine the books first and then ply the German for information about the village and the Count. 
 
    He was just pulling a book off the shelf to lose himself in another world—he had found a bound volume of old issues of Strand Magazine, and although the first issue in it contained the last Arthur Conan Doyle story The Final Problem, which he’d read, there were others in it he hadn’t—when he recognized the clipped voice of the man addressing Brandt upstairs. 
 
    Petran. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Brandt didn’t sound as if he liked Petran very much. 
 
    Where the old Bavarian had been kindly and gregarious with Wagner, he was brusque and all business with the tall, gangly servant. “No, I don’t have any in stock. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Petran’s carefully enunciated Oxford English sounded strange in the shop after Wagner had just been casually chatting with Brandt in German. “I would like to know if you have seen Herr Wagner today.” 
 
    Wagner took an involuntary step back into the stacks of books in the basement at the mention of his name up in the shop. 
 
    “I have not.” Brandt’s answer surprised Wagner. “Are you expecting him? Should I give him a message if he comes in?” 
 
    A long silence followed. Then Petran spoke again, his tone somewhat petulant, “No message. Just these things, and any new books you have from the list.” 
 
    The shrill ring of the hand-crank activating the cash register, and then Brandt gruffly replied, “No. Nothing new.” A moment later a soft grunt and the door opened, chiming the shop’s tiny bell. Wagner smiled to himself when the shopkeeper did not wish Petran a good day. 
 
    He stepped further back into the books and resumed his examination of the shelves, finding a few choice volumes that he pulled down to purchase. Twenty minutes later, the portly German came down the creaking steps to join him. 
 
    “You overheard?” The man spoke in their common Bavarian dialect. 
 
    “I did, Herr Brandt. It was Petran, was it not?” Wagner relished speaking to the man in their shared regional dialect. It meant that the man was opening up to him because of their familiar geographical history, but it also meant that their discussion would be almost unintelligible to any local Hungarians or Romanians that might overhear them. Although the standard German language was widely understood in this area, the Bavarian dialect would be challenging for anyone not a native speaker from that region. 
 
    “He is a slug. Always creeping, that one. He’s one of my best customers, or I would turn him away entirely. He always asks for strange things I couldn’t possibly have. Today it was live crickets.” The man shrugged. 
 
    “Crickets?” 
 
    “Yes. He wanted a twenty-pound sack of them. Where am I supposed to get live crickets from? He sometimes buys loads of things at a go. Other times he is only looking for these kinds of odd things. But he pays in gold, so I tolerate him.” 
 
    Wagner absorbed the comment about Petran paying in gold. The Count was clearly doing well in his consulting business, so the gold made sense. Only the wealthy would be likely to call on him to consult on obscure diseases. 
 
    Brandt stepped closer, and his expression went from amusedly exasperated to deadly serious, “He was asking after you.” 
 
    “The Count’s coach is supposed to collect me this afternoon,” Wagner told him. “I suppose he was hoping to save a journey in from the castle, but I’ve only just got here, and now that I see your selection of books…” Wagner held up the armload he had already collected for purchase. 
 
    Brandt smiled a small bibliophile’s smile and took out his pipe. He began to load the bowl with a fragrant tobacco. 
 
    “Have you met him yet?” he asked. The smile evaporated. 
 
    “The Count? Yes. A few times. Much younger than I would have suspected.” Wagner watched as the shopkeeper lit the pipe and took a few tentative puffs of smoke. Normally, Wagner would have wanted to avoid pipe smoke in such a confined space, but he actually found the tobacco quite pleasant. 
 
    “Younger?” Brandt raised an eyebrow. “When we last saw him here in the village, he was an old man.” 
 
    “Perhaps, this man is the former’s son, then?” Wagner offered. 
 
    “Perhaps. Let’s hope so. The father was a nasty man.” 
 
    Wagner waited, hoping there would be some elaboration, but the older Bavarian turned and headed for the stairs. After another thirty minutes perusing the shelves—and finding several more volumes to purchase, some new and others with cracked leather bindings—Wagner returned to the shop’s upper level. He looked through the miscellaneous items on the shelves for a few minutes. He quickly gave up on deciphering any semblance of logic in the organization. He asked Brandt for assistance, and then explained to the man the kind of restoration work he was doing on the old castle. Although the man had no stone-working experience, he quickly grasped the scope of the work and began suggesting tools and items that were mostly of use. Wagner would be leaving with far more items than he had intended to. The discussion quickly ranged back to Bavaria, and things both men had seen and done in Munich. When Wagner revealed his penchant for climbing in the Alps, he discovered Brandt had been a climber as well. 
 
    “It’s why I came to this country in the first place. In retrospect, I should have gone to Switzerland.” Brandt went on to tell the tale of how he had come to Transylvania, and regaled Wagner with his climbing exploits. Before either man knew it, they had been talking for hours, and along the way they had become friends. 
 
    Wagner checked his battered watch and announced that he needed to go because the Count’s coach would be coming for him. He noted that Brandt frowned at the mention of the coach. He wondered if it was because they had enjoyed such a great discussion, which had now come to an end, or if it was because he had mentioned the owner of the coach. Whatever it was that had happened between the Count’s father—it had to have been his father, Wagner thought, the man is barely thirty—and the people of the village, Wagner determined to learn of it, but he knew it would take time. Brandt seemed to be his best bet. Certainly the other villagers he had met were too hostile to ever open up. 
 
    He arranged with Brandt to have his items collected by Petran, who, it turned out, visited the village every other day to collect food and supplies. Brandt had also mentioned that Petran was his largest purchaser of books, often leaving long lists of titles for the Bavarian to collect on his travels. Brandt didn’t like Petran, and he rarely spoke of the Count, but he did admire their taste in books. He admitted that he hadn’t been sure of the Count’s return and sometimes wondered if Petran was the heavy reader. Brandt said the money he had earned just from selling books to the Count could have allowed him to start another shop. Instead he used the money to travel to the great cities of Europe once a year, seeking out rare new volumes for himself and for Petran’s list. 
 
    “Have a very wonderful day, Herr Brandt. I look forward to our next discussion. I shall try to come in to the village far more often now.” Wagner smiled warmly, and the older Bavarian smiled back at him as he stepped out of the store and into the village sunlight. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky, but it was still a bright day. Wagner wrestled with the stack of books he had purchased that he felt he couldn’t do without until Petran’s next journey into the village. He began walking toward the inn, suddenly famished. The food had been good that first night; he could tolerate the surly proprietor’s disgruntled attitude if it meant another fine meal. 
 
    He had taken only a few steps when he spied Petran a few buildings down, stepping out of a door that had a sign swinging over it in the shape of a loaf of bread. Petran’s dark suit and gangly frame stood in contrast to the white-washed buildings and the glare of the sun. His hair was greasy, and it shone in the glinting beams of sunshine slicing through the clouds above. He looked altogether awkward and uncomfortable out in the daylight, nothing like the confrontational man Wagner had met in the wine cellar at the castle. Petran hadn’t noticed him, and turned to walk toward the narrow black coach parked further up the lane. Wagner considered following Petran to explain his desire to eat before returning to the castle, but changed his mind. No, he can just wait for me. 
 
    He was about to turn back for the door to Miklos’s tavern when a strong hand gripped his shoulder from behind and an arm wrapped around his throat. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Andreas Wagner twisted, his attacker’s grip loosening, and he swung his pile of books, bringing them up to smash his attacker’s face. The man released him and stepped back, the blow with the stack of books missing him. Wagner tightened his grip on the layers of books in his arms. His surprise and anger at the assault quickly turned to elation when he took in the sight of his attacker. 
 
    “Fritz!” he shouted. “Damn, man, you scared the life out of me.” 
 
    Fridtjof Bischoff was a large man with good Germanic looks. Blonde hair cut short like a soldier’s and blue eyes as clear as blue-tinged glass. He stood almost a head taller than Wagner, and was easily twice as broad. Where Wagner was lank and corded muscle, Fritz was beefy bulk, liberally covered with a thin layer of fat from extensive and happy beer drinking. As usual, he wore a waistcoat with no jacket. Wagner could not recall Fritz ever wearing a jacket. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Wagner smiled at his old friend as he adjusted his stack of books to one arm, and vigorously shook Fritz’s offered hand. 
 
    “We decided to come over a bit early and surprise you. The job is still on, right?” Fritz unloaded some of Wagner’s stack of books, and tucked them in his armpit. 
 
    “Of course it is. Wait… ‘we’?” Wagner quickly turned around to see his wife emerging from the door of Miklos’s inn. 
 
    Anneli Wagner was a vision of beauty. Her brilliant yellow dress made her stand out against the white of the village buildings and the green of the fields down the road beyond them. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a neat bow, and her eyes glittered like cut gemstones. Her smile washed over her face as she saw Wagner, and she began to rush across the road to him. 
 
    They embraced, and he held his mute wife with a sudden and desperate longing. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed her, but now that she was in his arms, he felt the emotion spread over him. From the tightness of her embrace, he could tell the experience was the same for her. When she at last pulled away from his hug, and Wagner became aware of Fritz’s good-natured laughter behind him, he could see Anneli’s eyes were wet with tears, and her silent mouth was turned up in a joyous smile. 
 
    “I’ve missed you deeply, my love,” he told her softly. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I wish Fritz would talk like that to me some day!” the new voice was high and a little grating, but Wagner was glad to hear it. He stepped back from Anneli’s embrace to see Gretchen standing next to Fritz. She had a long rope of dark hair that stretched down to her waist, and soft brown eyes. She wore a dress similar to Anneli’s, but hers was a faint blue, and Wagner wasn’t sure the color fit her. She would frequently wear daring dresses with very low-cut fronts, but this one was less revealing. Wagner thought her pretty, but in a plain sort of way. She was very slim and had narrow hips and a slightly pointed nose. She was a lively and fun girl, who had made Fritz happy for the last year, and who had been a constant companion for Anneli after the loss of Britta. Wagner would have been forever grateful to the woman for that alone, but through her association with Fritz, she had become his friend as well. 
 
    “And there you are, you gorgeous thing! Is this lunkish brute treating you right?” Wagner instantly fell into the harmless flirting he and Gretchen had always engaged in. 
 
    “She’s keeping me constantly busy with her shopping sprees across the fine stores of Europe, if you must know,” Fritz complained. Wagner knew that the woman liked to shop. She sheepishly copped to it, with a smile, and Wagner laughed. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting the three of you for another few weeks. Why the change?” 
 
    “We got bored after Gretchen had us all packed and ready to go two weeks ago,” Fritz joked. 
 
    Gretchen playfully slapped at the big man’s arm. 
 
    “Well,” Wagner thought for a moment, “I haven’t arranged transportation for everyone, and the road is quite narrow.” He spied the coach from Dorna-Watra parked at the north end of town, and the Count’s narrow coach waiting for him at the south end of town. There was no sign of Petran now. “There’s no way your coach can make the journey.” 
 
    Fritz stepped up closer as he looked at the narrow coach Wagner pointed to. “Well, then, we’ll just have to send the ladies on in that narrow little thing, and you and I will ride the horses from the bigger coach.” 
 
    Wagner was about to ask whether such a thing would be acceptable for the coachman that had brought them to the village, but Fritz was already sauntering over to the man. Wagner smiled. His friend was wealthy, of course, and didn’t really need the Count’s employment. Fritz would just bribe the coach driver, and if that failed, he would buy the horses outright. 
 
    Fritz had agreed to come to Transylvania with the ladies, to make Wagner’s acceptance of the position with the Count a little easier. He had offered to help Wagner find local work, but after the death of his daughter, Wagner had initially lost any drive to perform work, but then when it returned, he was determined to start anew in a different locale. Besides, Wagner could never accept charity from his friend, and he knew that Fritz understood that, too, but the man had been decent enough to make the offer, regardless. 
 
    Wagner stood with the ladies for a few minutes while Fritz worked his magic with the coachman. Gretchen chatted nearly non-stop, and Wagner made the appropriate noises in reply, but his eyes kept darting to his wife, and she kept returning his looks with a sly smile. She seemed healthier already, in the few weeks they had been apart. Maybe the change of scenery was doing her good. Maybe she will even speak again soon, he thought. 
 
    “I suggest we step into the inn and order some food before the journey. It’s not far, but I am famished.” 
 
    “An excellent idea!” Gretchen said, and led them toward to door to the inn. Anneli lingered behind her for just a moment, smiling at Wagner, and he leaned in to place a gentle kiss on her cheek. Then she took his arm and they followed Gretchen into the small tavern. 
 
    Surly Miklos was at his post at the worn front desk, but a different girl was waiting the tables. Even though it was early afternoon, many of the same village men were already seated in the tavern and looking, with their steins of beer, as if they were settled in for the night. 
 
    “Hello, Herr Miklos. Can we get food for four? Your cooking the last time I was here, a few weeks ago, was so excellent, I thought I should introduce my friends to it.” 
 
    The man recognized Wagner and began to nod. Then he saw Anneli and Gretchen, and he looked stricken. 
 
    He pointed to Anneli. “Is…is this your wife, Herr Wagner?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wagner was suddenly suspicious of Miklos’s unusual interest. “My wife, Anneli Wagner. Dear, this is Herr Miklos, who runs this establishment. Is something wrong, Herr Miklos?” 
 
    The man composed himself and quickly replied, “No, sir. No. Nothing wrong. It’s just that it can be quite dangerous in the mountains for a woman, as I told you the last time we met.” 
 
    “I understand. In fact, I myself, had a brush with danger up at the castle, when a loose piece of masonry nearly crushed me.” Anneli whipped her head around to look at him with concern in her eyes. He gently laid his hand on her arm to assuage her. “I was fine, however.” He turned his eyes back to the innkeeper. “I’ve been making many improvements on the place, and while the journey up there is indeed perilous, I suspect we will all be fine.” 
 
    “Of course we’ll be fine!” Fritz’s voice boomed as he entered the tavern. “Drinks for everyone, barkeep! On me!” 
 
    This was met with a round of applause. He knows how to win a hostile room, Wagner thought. Indeed, the usually grouchy, fear-stricken men in the room were quite happy now. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    They ate quickly, knowing dusk was coming. The treacherous road to the castle would become even more deadly in the dark. 
 
    As they left the tavern, many of the patrons thanked Fritz, but some were so far into their drink, they could only nod or drool on the tables where they slept. Outside, the sun was already set behind the mountains, but light still filled the sky. The wide coach’s driver had been inside with them, drinking with the others. He joined them outside and released two of his four horses from their traces for Wagner and Fritz to ride. He explained that he had already transferred the luggage to Petran’s narrow coach, and indeed, the black narrow carriage was parked close to the inn’s door. Petran, gloomy, stood scowling in the deepening dusk. As soon as he saw the group approaching, he spoke. 
 
    “We must hurry. The light fails.” He turned and climbed up to the driver’s seat. Fritz helped the ladies into the black carriage, while Wagner took possession of the chestnut brown horses from the other coach driver. He climbed atop his steed, and held the reins of the second horse for Fritz. His job done, the coachman headed back into the inn, where Wagner supposed he would spend the night happily drinking Fritz’s money away. 
 
    Fritz stepped away from the narrow black coach to address Wagner. “Are you ready, my friend?” 
 
    Just then Petran snapped the reins, and the two obsidian stallions that sat at the front of the black carriage raced off down the road at top speed, just as they had done when Wagner had taken his original journey to the castle. Fritz was startled by the narrow coach’s sudden departure. 
 
    “He’s an impatient fellow, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Come on, Fritz. We’ve no time to lose if we are to catch up to them.” Wagner nudged his horse to step toward Fritz, and the other horse came with him. 
 
    Fritz took the reins to his own horse and swept up onto the back of his steed, as if he were born to do so. Wagner was no stranger to riding, but he admired the smooth grace of his friend’s way with animals. Fritz and beasts always took a liking to one another. 
 
    Pulling his coat closed against the chill air, Wagner put his heels into the mare. He and the horse took off down the dirt road in the oncoming dimness, and Fritz followed. They chased the coach through the alpine pastures, with it always just at the edge of sight. Wagner was surprised that no matter how fast he urged his horse onward, they were not able to catch up with the speeding black carriage in the distance. 
 
    When the fields gave way to gray rocky passages through the stone of the mountain, the deepening dusk already resembling the night and lit only by the brilliant starshine above them in the clear sky, Fritz pulled up by Wagner’s side. 
 
    “The man is flying! How will we catch him?” 
 
    It was then that Wagner recalled his first trip along the road and his walk on it earlier in the day. 
 
    “Fritz! Ride behind me, the road narrows to just a strip!” Wagner called. 
 
    Fritz glanced ahead and saw the danger just in time. He pulled back hard on his reins and his mare skittered and sputtered to a stop on the loose stone, as Wagner shot forward along the twisting path, as the wall of stone on their left disappeared to leave nothing but open sky on that side of them. Wagner wanted to glance again to the castle, but he didn’t dare take his eyes from the road, which was becoming difficult to see in the gloom. 
 
    Shortly, he could hear Fritz’s snorting steed just behind him on the trail. When they entered the thick forest, the night closed in around them like a cloak, and Wagner had to trust that his horse could find the way. He could see only the occasional glint of starshine off the branches of trees that reached out into the path. By the time he saw them, they were already whipping at his body as he blasted past them. His thoughts of being cold were gone now. The excitement of the chase and the hard riding was causing him to sweat. 
 
    They burst out of the forest and onto the long, twisting stripe of raised rock that acted as a natural bridge to the castle in the distance. The moon was full, but sat low over the horizon beyond the castle and the hills. It lit their way like a giant version of Wagner’s electric flashlight. Wagner could see the carriage just reaching the castle’s gates ahead. With more light to see, he urged his horse on faster along the tiny road, with Fritz still close on his heels. 
 
    As the two men raced through the castle’s gates into the darkened courtyard, Wagner could just see Anneli emerging from the coach’s door. Her face looked pale in the beam of the white moonlight. Petran was already out of sight. Pulling hard on the reins, Wagner pulled his mare up just shy of the carriage, its hooves scraping on the worn smooth stone floor of the wide courtyard. 
 
    Gretchen was stepping out of the coach now, letting a very unladylike stream of choice words for her driver flow from her mouth, as if she were a Hamburg dock worker. Wagner had to smile. Fritz pulled up, dismounting, patting the horse long and hard as the beast breathed in terrible gulps after the fast run. 
 
    “Anneli, are you alright?” Wagner asked, moving to his wife. She was walking around the courtyard’s shadows as if in a daze. She took a step toward him, and something swooped at him out of the darkness. 
 
    It knocked him backward against the carriage. He struck at it with an arm, and the creature darted back. 
 
    It was a bat. A huge bat with a wingspan of at least a yard. Wagner’s hand darted to his neck, where the thing had scratched at him with its claws. 
 
    The foul creature screeched with a shrill, ear-piercing wail, and swooped in for another attempt at his throat. Its small eyes reflected the moonlight in a fiery shade of red. Fritz stepped up and clubbed the flying animal with his arm. It fluttered away to the far side of the courtyard and up into the sky, screeching all the while. 
 
    “Mein Gott! Did you see the size of that thing?” Fritz said. 
 
    “It nearly took my head off,” Wagner said, running to Anneli, who only now looked as if she were snapping out of the daze she had been in. “Are you alright, my dear?” 
 
    She blinked a few times, as if working away sleepiness, then turned to him and smiled a soft reassuring smile. Yes, she would be fine, it said. 
 
    Darkness had fallen completely on the courtyard now, with the moon slipping behind a cloud. Fritz looked amused at the escapade. Gretchen looked terrified. Anneli looked simply tired. Wagner rubbed his hand at his throat, feeling the scratches that hadn’t drawn blood, but which would leave a mark. 
 
    “Let us get indoors, my friends.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The men settled the ladies with their own rooms. Despite Wagner and Anneli being married, Fritz and Gretchen were not. The decision was made to avoid any signs of impropriety, despite the fact that Wagner had lied to the Count and referred to Gretchen as Fritz’s wife. With the castle having as many unused rooms as it did, the choice seemed optimal to all four of them. 
 
    With both women safely ensconced in Gretchen’s room, Fritz and Wagner left to make arrangements with Petran for food for all of them in the morning—or as Wagner explained to Fritz, to leave a written request for the normally invisible servant. As the door to the room closed, Gretchen turned to Anneli like an excited school girl. “Did you see the size of that bat? My goodness! It was so horrible!” 
 
    Anneli nodded dutifully. Although conversation was beyond her means, she would nod and smile, and Gretchen would hold up both sides of the conversation on her own just fine. 
 
    “This place is amazing, though. I wonder what the mysterious Count looks like. Did Andreas describe him?” Gretchen prattled as she began unpacking clothes from her valise. 
 
    Anneli shrugged from her seat on the bed. Gretchen didn’t even see the movement, but continued on as if she had. 
 
    “I bet he’s old and crusty. Or maybe he’s a delicious young man with dark eyes and moody, pouty lips.” 
 
    Anneli looked sharply at her friend, but Gretchen was still going on about her fantasies while putting away her belongings. Anneli had dreamt of the Count in Munich—a young man with dark eyes and sensual lips. Nearly exactly the way Gretchen had described the man. She wondered for a moment whether it was possible they had both shared some kind of dream, but then she dismissed the notion. She smiled to herself. The image of their mysteriously absent host was simply a schoolgirl stereotype—the tall, dark, European image of royalty. A prince to sweep a woman off her feet and onto his beautiful horse. She laughed to herself at the ludicrousness of it. And what would she need of a man like that? 
 
    Her thoughts turned to her husband. Thoughtful, hard working, pleasant, and gentle. He was clever and shrewd with money. He was also a very handsome man. He wasn’t royalty, or wealthy, by any stretch of her imagination, but Andreas had provided for her and their child. Her thoughts darkened momentarily at the thought of her lost baby, her Britta, but she quickly turned those thoughts away to more pleasant things, as she had learned to do. She could dwell on the horrors of what had happened to her baby or she could move on. It had been a year. It was time for her to start thinking forward. She and Andreas would have other children. They had traveled across the mountains of Europe to come to this new land of farms and craggy rocks to begin again. She knew her husband’s heart was in the right place. His solution was to break from nearly everything and start again anew. Somewhere else. Something different. She was grateful that approach had not applied to her. He could very well have left me, too. But that was not the sort of man he was. Besides, she could tell that he was still madly in love with her, and she still loved him deeply as well. No, she didn’t need any mystery men. Her husband was her world, and together they would find their way into the future. 
 
    “…he’s just afraid to commit and seal the deal. But I told him, ‘Fritzie, this thing is good for you and for me. We should just go with them to Transylvania for the fun of it.’ I told him the change of climate would be good for both of us, and once separated from his familiar environs in Munich, he would see how much he needed me. I’m sure marriage will follow soon.” 
 
    Gretchen had managed to put away most of her belongings, even positioning her hairbrush and hand mirror on the dressing table just so, before she turned to Anneli for approval. 
 
    “He will ask me soon, don’t you think?” Gretchen’s face began to fall, as if without Anneli’s agreement, her entire constructed fantasy would crumble. Anneli knew this approach from her friend quite well. She smiled widely, and nodded enthusiastically for her friend, while privately thinking to herself, Not a chance, Gretch. He’ll probably have moved on to a new woman—or twenty—before the year is up. She liked Fritz, but she knew his type, and she knew that Gretchen wasn’t it. She had probably seemed it on the surface. Pretty, curvy, and readily willing. But if Gretchen’s nonstop babbling annoyed her, what must it be doing to Fritz? She had spied him a few times with that helpless look on his face she had seen henpecked men in Munich wear. He hid the look well, when he knew she or Andreas were looking at him. Especially when he knew that Gretchen was looking at him. But she had seen it often enough to know it for what it was. That look, combined with his appreciative appraisals of other women on the sly? He would soon be looking for a way out. She knew his pattern. 
 
    Anneli put her hand on her friend’s arm and patted gently. Gretchen was mollified and smiled widely, before embarking on her next topic of discussion. Anneli shook her head to herself. She would listen for another half an hour or so before demurring and indicating with a yawn that she needed to go to her bedroom. 
 
    Then she would instead go to her husband’s room. Propriety be damned. 
 
    Gretchen was arranging some of her extensive jewelry collection on her dressing table, and going on about the home she and Fritz would have in the Bavarian country after the job here in Transylvania was done. 
 
    Maybe I need to make that yawn sooner rather than later, Anneli thought. 
 
    She stepped over to her friend, and a gleam of candlelight reflected off a tiny glittering chain and a plain silver cross on the end of it. The desk was covered with more and nicer pieces of jewelry, but the reflection of light hit her eye, and Anneli reached out to pick up the cross. Gretchen noticed, and stopped her incessant talking to sadly examine her friend. Anneli rubbed the silver of the cross with her thumb, before noticing Gretchen’s attention. 
 
    “You like that one, Sweetie? I haven’t worn it for ages. Here, let’s put it on you.” Gretchen took the cross and slid the delicate chain around Anneli’s neck and clasped it with the practiced hands of an expert jeweler. 
 
    Anneli looked at herself in the mirror. The tip of the cross rested just at the bottom edge of her ample cleavage, the light glittering off the necklace and drawing the eye irresistibly to her feminine charms. She smiled, with thoughts of her reunion with her husband going through her head. Gretchen misunderstood her entirely. 
 
    “You look wonderful, dear. You keep that one. It suits you far better than it ever suited me. Oh, Anneli, I just know things are going to get better for you.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Gretchen startled when the door behind her opened. Anneli had left her almost an hour ago. She had just been changing into her nightgown, and quickly pulled her dress up off the table and held it in front of her as a shield. 
 
    The door swung wide open, and a man with dark hair stepped into the room. Gretchen had no idea who this man was, and she was about to scream. She could feel the scream crawling up her throat, about to pounce onto her tongue for its lunge past her teeth. But the scream stopped at the back of her throat, when the man lifted his face to her, and their eyes locked. The eyes were dark, but she could not look away, as if they were sucking her in, pulling her toward them. 
 
    The man stepped into the room, and the door closed behind him. He swept toward her, then stopped, tilting his head slightly. His eyes held her like a magnet reaching out for the iron in her soul. He was gorgeous. Young, and handsome, wearing an open dark suit, with a white waistcoat, and a high-collared shirt. His long black hair framed his white skin, and his mouth was a tight line on his face, the lips bloodless. His look portrayed need and lust, and she instantly found herself wanting him. 
 
    She dropped the dress she was holding in front of her nightgown, now showing this strange man her form through just the one layer of cloth. She found it hard to breathe, and wanted so much to know the man, to fall forever into his embrace. 
 
    “Come,” he said. His voice was powerful, and brooked no argument, yet the tone was no more than a hissing whisper. 
 
    Gretchen walked slowly toward him, as if in a daze. She wasn’t controlling her own feet, even though they took her precisely where she wanted to go—into the arms of this handsome, mysterious man, with all thoughts of Fritz having vanished from her mind. She wanted to ask his name. To ask him a million questions, but each one fell away from her thoughts as it occurred to her. Although normally one of the most talkative women she knew, she found herself without anything meaningful to say. The only thing that mattered was his stare. His touch. 
 
    Him. 
 
    The man reached one arm around her waist slowly, gliding the hand along her back like the dusk settling over the land of her spine. When his hand reached fully around behind her and to her side, he tugged on her, launching her body up against the front of his. She gasped at the surprise. She could feel his manhood, stiff and pulsing and he pressed up against her stomach. She was looking up at the smooth skin of his chin—not a single hair on his white face. His eyes were looking down at her, and when her eyes climbed up his face to his lower eyelashes, she was trapped once again in those swirling pools of ebony. But somewhere deep in the murky depths of those holes into night, she saw a twinkling illumination. A kindling fire that spread up the sides of the blackness, reaching out for her. 
 
    Now she grew frightened, and she wanted to look away, but his other hand was roaming around her body, while he still forcefully held her body close to him. His eyes still kept hers prisoner. She watched the fires in his mind grow. She understood that this man was going to indulge her every fantasy and leave her exhausted. She wanted that fiercely, but she was frightened as well. Her voice made a small squeaking noise, and his lips were on hers, his tongue probing her mouth with urgent need. 
 
    She kissed him back, now with a growing need of her own. His arm holding her released from around her waist, freeing the hand to caress her breasts. When his hand found the neckline of her nightgown, he began to tug on it. To her surprise, her own hand was on the other side, helping him to tear the fabric from her body. The gown came away in a loud shredding rip, but she kissed him harder, and threw her arms around his neck, as the tattered garment fell away to the floor. 
 
    Suddenly his arms were under her, and she was being carried to the bed. She pulled at his shirt and waistcoat. Then she was on the bed, his eyes capturing her completely, yet again. The coal black was gone. It had ignited into a fiery swirling red of blood and flame. She found herself reaching forward with her head, and her lips kissed his eye, the eyelid fluttering closed a second before the skin of her lower lip touched the shining orb. 
 
    His clothes were gone, and the candles in the room were all nearly extinguished. One lone flame spit and hissed in the corner of the room, on a tiny wooden three-legged table. She reached for his lower back and pulled him toward her. Shadows danced around the bed like living things, wrapping themselves around this man like streaming silk lovers. 
 
    She had a tiny flickering thought that what she was doing was wrong. It slipped into her consciousness and slid around her mind, like a slippery bar of soap. Then she caught it. She had it. She needed her voice. To use her voice. She needed it. She focused on the idea and pushed. And then it was there in her mouth. 
 
    Not a scream or the protest she had expected. Her mouth betrayed her. Her lips broke away from his, and she drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    Then he was in her, and she was floating in a cloud-filled paradise of pleasure and yearning. She wrapped her legs and arms around him tightly, pulling him in and breathing in rhythm with him. The shadows began to envelop her as they did him. The light in the room was fading. She was soaring, and every part of her was screaming in delight and ecstasy. 
 
    She felt him lunge deeper into her, and the candle in the corner finally gave up its last dying light. The blackness took them, and she whispered again and again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The pleasure was all. The room, the blackness, the scent of the burnt-out candle, the tickle of his coarse hair as it draped along her face, and eventually even the pain. 
 
    It was all a part of the pleasure. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The following day the men went out to work directly after breakfast. Wagner had mentioned the Count’s extensive library while they ate and Gretchen, distracted through most of the meal, vowed that the women would explore it immediately. Almost as if she had been waiting for a moment to get Anneli alone. 
 
    Wagner gave Fritz a brief tour of the castle to examine areas he thought they might work on in the coming weeks. Fritz offered a few ideas, but mostly nodded and agreed with Wagner. When they had completed the tour, he suggested they start with the courtyard where Wagner had nearly been crushed. 
 
    “Actually, I thought we’d use that opening in the wall to dump debris. Let’s save it for later. But you are right—with the winter coming on, we should get the outdoor work done first.” 
 
    They settled on shoring up the small stone walls that lined the entrance to the natural bridge to the castle from the nearby cliffs. They would be outdoors in the good weather and would get to examine the castle from across the chasm, looking for any additional exterior areas Wagner had not yet noted. 
 
    The gloomy day passed uneventfully, as the men worked with pick and shovel, and then with stone and trowel. The sky continually threatened rain, but none came from the leaden clouds. They came back to the castle for lunch with the women. Gretchen, wearing an emerald green gown with lace and frills, dominated the conversation with gushing adoration for the Count’s library. Anneli, now wearing a bright sky-blue dress with a modest neckline, nodded and smiled at all the right times, but Wagner could tell she was bored with the books and with Gretchen. More than once he saw her look at him with a tiny gleam in her eye. He could tell she was recalling their passionate reunion lovemaking the previous night. Toward the end of the lunch, Wagner determined to call a halt to the day’s efforts with Fritz earlier than normal, so that he might find his way to his lovely wife’s bed with energy remaining for the night ahead. 
 
    Fritz had been a lively conversationalist throughout the morning, but after they returned across the natural stone pathway to the other side of the cavern to appraise the castle and resume work on the wall, the large man fell silent. Wagner wondered if his friend was just feeling the post-meal bloat and needed a nap, or whether something was bothering him. They had been friends for years and could joke with each other about most aspects of their lives, but when it came to serious talk about what was bothering them, both men would usually clam up. Instead of simply asking, Wagner analyzed what he had seen from his friend in the last day. 
 
    Fritz had been merry and his typical outgoing self, even taking the incident with the bat in stride. But he had said little to Gretchen, Wagner realized. Then again, Gretchen usually did most of the talking. The two made a pretty good couple, Wagner thought, because they both enjoyed the same kind of carefree life, eating out at fine restaurants in the city one week, then launching off on a months-long journey to the far reaches of Hungary the next to help a friend with a construction project. After they were done here, they had talked of making a visit to America. 
 
    Gretchen was fun, even if she talked a bit too much, and she was quite pretty. She and Fritz had been an item for most of a year now. With her being Anneli’s friend, and Fritz being his, those two had naturally gravitated toward each other. She appeared happy enough to be here…so what is the problem, Wagner wondered. 
 
    And then he knew. 
 
    “She wants to get married, doesn’t she?” he asked his friend. 
 
    Fritz didn’t turn to Wagner, but continued to walk further along the narrow raised strip of land that formed a winding bridge to the castle. “She says we’ve been together long enough. She thinks that our time here will make me see that I don’t need the nightlife of Munich. She wants us to marry and move to the countryside. Maybe somewhere in the Black Forest.” Fritz kicked at a loose stone on the walkway, and it sailed out into the void. The drop down to the valley floor was hundreds of yards, possibly a mile down. The edge of the ribbon of land was steep, but a few scraggly trees grew from the sides of it, before the land sloped outward to a more gradual hill. It then dropped away, hundreds of feet lower to the river far below the castle. Fritz stood staring at his kicked rock, watching it for what felt to Wagner like forever. 
 
    Wagner understood his friend and needed no further information. Fritz was a social creature. The notion of being locked away on a small farm with only Gretchen for conversation would destroy him. Fritz was always the popular man in the tavern—not only because he freely bought drink for strangers, but because he loved to meet new people and hear their stories. He told some of the tallest tales, and was always the life of a party. Although Wagner could see himself settling down with Anneli in some remote part of Germany someday, he knew that to remove Fritz from the life of the city for too long would remove the essence of who Fritz was. After a few months here at the castle working on rock, the man would be ready to flee back to Vienna or Budapest. Wagner had always known that Fritz’s help, while valuable and fun, would probably not last for the duration of the restoration project. He had planned for that, and he knew to get any work that required two sets of hands done quickly, so Fritz could be free to depart when he felt ready. 
 
    Wagner frowned at the thought that Gretchen could have been with Fritz for a year and not known the man well enough to see he could never be happy with that kind of life. Maybe she’s so busy talking all the time, she never takes the time to hear what Fritz has to say. Or maybe he just doesn’t say it. The latter was more likely, the more Wagner thought about it. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell her. You’ll have to—” Wagner began. 
 
    But Fritz cried out. A startled shout. 
 
    Wagner spun around to look for his friend on the bridge, but the man was gone. He raced several yards to where Fritz had been standing. When he looked over the edge of the wall, he saw his friend. Twenty feet down the wall, Fritz hung from one arm on a jagged brown tree branch that jutted out from the soil on the side of the wall. 
 
    “I need to run to the castle to get rope, Fritz. Try to hold on.” 
 
    “Go, I’ll be fine. But Andreas?” 
 
    Wagner had started to go, but stopped and looked over the edge of the precipitous fall again. “Yes?” 
 
    “Hurry.” Fritz smiled, but the smile was grim and suggested he was in pain. 
 
    Wagner sprinted down the twisting ribbon of rock and soil toward the castle. He had a large coil of rope in his new wheelbarrow, just inside the outer courtyard. He made a wide turn inside and snatched it up on his way back out again, not having slowed his run at all. When he reached the edge of the wall where Fritz had fallen, he could see that Fritz had raised and hooked a leg over the jutting twisted tree, to ease the strain on his shoulder, but the man still looked intensely uncomfortable. 
 
    Wagner quickly wrapped the rope around himself and made a rescue loop on the other end, with a one-handed bowline. He lowered the makeshift lasso to his friend and then kept his eyes on the man until he saw the rope secured. Fritz outweighed him, so he sat back away from the edge, with one foot braced on a natural boulder embedded in the ground atop the road, which had been incorporated into the man-made wall, probably because removing it would have been too much work. Fritz would have to climb—there was no way Wagner could pull him up. Both men knew that, and no communication would be necessary. But Wagner had examined the wall and soil along the twenty-foot drop to the gnarled tree. Fritz would have no easy time of it, so Wagner would need to keep him on tight tension for most of the climb, and he might even need to take all of Fritz’s 200 pounds of weight if the man fell. 
 
    He braced himself against the boulder, and pulled in slack on the rope whenever he felt it. The rope tugged a few times and Wagner knew Fritz was in danger, but he struggled against the pull and held fast to the line. After a moment, the rope would slacken again. Fritz would know he couldn’t leave his weight on the rope for long. Covered in sweat now, Wagner leaned back away from the boulder on which he had placed both feet. He was nearly lying down on the road of the natural bridge, his eyes staring at the heavy clouds in the sky, as he strained. 
 
    Finally, he heard a grunt at the edge of the road and glanced down by his legs to see Fritz’s arm outstretched and scrabbling for purchase. 
 
    “To your right. A crack.” Wagner offered. 
 
    Fritz’s hand slid to the side like a crab, and his fingers slid into a rock opening in the floor of the road. Next came Fritz’s leg, and then he pulled himself up onto the road. Wagner felt the rope go completely slack. Only then did he move from his stance and roll over to grab his friend by the arm. Fritz winced briefly, and Wagner knew the shoulder had been damaged in the fall. He released his grasp and rolled over onto his back, breathing equally as heavily as Fritz. 
 
    “You need to watch your step around here.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with my step. I was pushed.” Fritz said through heavy gasps. 
 
    Wagner sat up and looked at his friend. 
 
    “Not you,” Fritz assured. “You were far too far away. But trust me, I felt something shove me hard in the back before I went over.” 
 
    Both men looked along the winding road toward the castle. 
 
    “But there was no one else here on the road with us,” Wagner said. 
 
    “That might be, but I’ll be able to show you the bruise from where I got hit. Maybe another angry beast?” 
 
    Wagner thought about it, then looked over the other side of the bridge, away from where Fritz had fallen. He wondered if there might be a secret passage under the road. Another massive bat was a long shot. His money was on the arrogant Petran. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Back in his unfamiliar room in the castle that evening, Fritz set his broken fob watch down on a writing desk, and removed his waistcoat. He replayed the events of the day that had led to his sore shoulder. Sore? Wrenched out of the socket is more like it, he thought. He mentally ran through the situation again and again. Andreas had been much too far away along the stone road—almost at the cliff. There had been no secret stairs. The men had checked. No nearby trees, where a falling branch might have hit Fritz in the lower spine, sending him reeling off the side of the road. It hadn’t even been particularly windy. 
 
    Nonetheless, Fritz was certain someone or something had pushed him. He had felt the shove in his lower back before he had sailed out over the void. Only the sheer luck of the placement of the tree and his quick grasp of its limb had saved his life. That, and his friend’s reaction time. Andreas had mentioned the strange behavior of the coach driver, Petran, but Fritz could not believe a man could move so quickly—and in so exposed an area—as to not be seen at all. 
 
    His own theory was that the giant bat from the night before had returned. 
 
    In any case, he was lucky to be alive, as Gretchen had told them all repeatedly at dinner that night. He had excused himself immediately after eating so he could retire to his bed. He wanted to rest his shoulder, but he also wanted no more of Gretchen’s endless yammering. 
 
    He reclined on the bed, having managed only to take off his shirt before giving up on removing the trousers. The shoulder was throbbing and he needed to close his eyes, just for a few minutes. He laid back and listened to the sound of his steady breathing. He could tell he would be asleep in moments. 
 
    Or he should have been. 
 
    The loud clatch noise startled him in the silent room. 
 
    Exhausted as he was, he felt disoriented, and couldn’t place the source of the sound. Then he heard another noise that put the first into perspective. The slow groaning creak of his room’s door being opened stealthily. The first noise had been the door’s latch mechanism. He groaned, thinking that Gretchen was attempting to slip into his room for some nocturnal entertainment. Normally, he welcomed her to his bed, but tonight he just needed to sleep. 
 
    He would just pretend he was already asleep. Perhaps she would go away, disappointed. 
 
    She took so long in moving to the bed that he had begun to doze again anyway. When he felt her hand brush lightly along his lower leg, he woke slightly and remembered she had come in. Not tonight, Gretchen. Tonight you find only a man that sleeps like a log. He kept his breathing steady and was nearly back to sleep, when her hand lightly grazed his naked chest. 
 
    The slow seduction was unlike Gretchen. Normally she would have leapt giddy into his bed and announced her presence, then verbally invited him to take her. The gentle touches were new, and he thought that perhaps she wasn’t really interested. Maybe she was just feeling motherly over his injury and near-death experience. 
 
    Her fingers were gone now. She must have left, he thought. 
 
    When her lips softly kissed his injured shoulder, he could only moan from his half-slumber. As her hand slid down his chest to the waistline of his trousers, her lips nibbled across his collarbone to the base of his throat. He felt good, but he also felt himself drifting. 
 
    Her hands were soft and magic, like they were on both sides of his chest, gently soothing and caressing his pain away. His trousers were coming away. When had he removed his boots? The soft kisses on his neck were making him forget. His arousal was beginning, but despite that sensation, he slipped deeper into blessed sleep. 
 
    Still the gentle fingers caressed him. Still the tiny lips nipped and pecked around his upper chest and his neck. He was tempted to open his eyes, and come to full wakefulness. Their lovemaking was always spirited and passionate, fun and fulfilling. But the gentle lure of rest and the temptation of lying back and allowing her to explore him was too strong. 
 
    He fell back into the sleepy drift, soaking up the soothing sensations. 
 
    Then he felt a tiny stabbing in his upper leg. Did she just dig her fingernail into my flesh? He nearly opened his eyes, but the playful and reassuring caresses had returned, and he had no desire for them end. The hands worked their way slowly down his legs to his ankles, rubbing his feet, molding his flesh between constantly moving fingers. Then she was back at his upper chest and neck. Then his arms. Then his— 
 
    Fritz’s mind came fully awake. His eyes were closed, but the incongruity of what he had felt had shocked him into full awareness. Somehow, Gretchen was touching his feet and kissing his neck at the same time. Now fully focused, he felt her hand on his foot, while the lips nibbled at his throat. But, that’s not possible! Then he was filled with dread, his arousal leaving him instantly. Was it somehow both Gretchen and Anneli? His friend’s wife? Fritz was a man of good humor, and he loved a party and to be a ladies man, but the one line he would never cross was to bed the woman of a close friend. 
 
    His eyes snapped open, and another surprise awaited him. There were two women in his bed, but neither was Anneli Wagner. And neither was Gretchen! 
 
    Both of the women had long dark hair, and wore gauzy white nightgowns, frayed at the ends. Each gown had a dropping V-neck that stretched all the way to its wearer’s waistline. Fritz recognized the girl massaging his feet. She was a waitress at the tavern in the small village, where he had bought everyone drinks. The other woman, slightly older, now kissing her way down his chest to his navel, was looking up at him with her dark eyes making deep promises. 
 
    With each touch of her rich red lips on his stomach, his shock and surprise ebbed away, leaving only the amazing waves of pleasure. He realized he didn’t care who these two raven-haired beauties were, or where they had come from. He was still tired—exhausted to the point of dropping. He tried to move a hand, to touch the woman now exploring below his navel. His hand refused to move. 
 
    His eyes felt heavy as the waitress came up from his feet to kiss his throat as the other woman had done. A groan escaped his lips. Or was that only in his mind? He tried to speak to the women, but his voice was far away. As his eyes closed once more, he felt the same pricking sting in his groin, but it felt so very good, and a warmth filled him as he drifted to sleep. 
 
    Do with me as you will, ladies. I am in your hands. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Andreas Wagner was bone tired as he ascended the stairs to take him to Fritz’s room. He had stayed behind and entertained the ladies, and then he suggested they all get to their own beds, telling Gretchen not to worry for her man. Wagner would check on Fritz before he retired to his own chambers. Although Fritz had been the one injured in the fall on the bridge, Wagner was feeling the muscle ache from his rescue with the rope, and sleep was calling to him. 
 
    Moving slowly along the long corridor, with his candlelight flickering from the breeze created by his movement down the hall, he made his way toward Fritz’s room, where Petran had strangely made the bed for Fritz. Wagner found it odd that the servant had prepared their rooms so far from his own, when there were perfectly good rooms adjacent to his. Maybe the man assumed wrongly that the four friends would want space from each other. He would speak to the Count about it, or maybe just leave Petran a note asking that their lodgings be moved closer, so that they needn’t traipse around the whole castle just to speak to each other. 
 
    As the light from the candle dispelled the shadows at the end of the hallway, Wagner was surprised to see a dark-haired woman leaving Fritz’s room. She wore a floor-length nightgown, but it was sheer, and he could see her large breasts through it clearly. She paused and looked up at him. He recognized her right away as the waitress from the tavern in the town. He had seen her there that first night, when he had stayed in the room in Miklos’s inn. He had spotted her again while eating at the tavern, when Fritz and the others had arrived. The woman seemed not to know him, and she made no kind of greeting, before she simply turned and headed the other way, around the corner and into the darkened next hallway. 
 
    Wagner stood still in the corridor. She must work for the Count, he thought. As well as for Miklos. Either that or Fritz had arranged for her to have a clandestine meeting with him here in the castle. Wagner knew his friend’s womanizing ways—at least before he had started seeing Gretchen, anyway—but he found it hard to believe the man would be so brazen as to invite village girls up to the castle. It was far more likely that Fritz would have suggested a solo night in the village after drinking at the tavern with Wagner. He would more likely have found his entertainment that way. Wagner didn’t expect that kind of behavior from his friend for at least a few more weeks, when he had grown tired of the lack of conversation in the castle, and he would be frequently seeking out the tavern for drink and revelry. Wagner had seen the pattern before. 
 
    And, he reminded himself, he hadn’t seen that kind of behavior at all since Fritz and Gretchen had become serious. Are things so bad between them that he’s again on the prowl? Wagner moved past Fritz’s door to the end of the corridor and looked around the corner after the waitress, but she was gone. Maybe she had a room of her own somewhere. The candle threw its shimmering light down the side hallway, but the feeble illumination could not penetrate the depths of black at the other end. 
 
    Wagner turned and headed back to Fritz’s door. He paused only briefly, then smiled and thought about the waitress’s large breasts. You are amazing, Fritz. He walked on, leaving his friend to slumber after what had surely been a good time. 
 
    He headed back to the stairs and went down to the main floor. He would pass Gretchen’s room, then check in on his wife, before finally laying his head on his own pillow. They had already discussed Fritz taking a few days to mend his shoulder. So on the following day, Wagner would work alone again, this time up in the tower from which the stone had dropped that had nearly killed him. 
 
    He was paying more attention to his feet than to the corridor and the shadows ahead of him—the light his candle cast only went so far. But something moved up ahead in the dark. He caught the movement with the edge of his eye, and his head snapped up. His nerves were already frayed after the day’s events, and then unexpectedly finding a stranger in the castle. He held the light out and took a few more steps into the corridor. The golden light illuminated the edge of a sheer white dressing gown coming out of a room up ahead. It was Gretchen’s room. He wondered if perhaps she was looking for the kitchen again. They hadn’t been all together in the castle long. She likely didn’t know her way that well yet. He took two more steps toward the door and was about to speak out loud to her, asking if she needed help. 
 
    But his words died in his throat before they reached his tongue. 
 
    This woman was not Gretchen. She looked a little like the waitress, with long dark hair, and the sheer white gown, but this woman’s hair was straight, where the waitress had looping curls in her tresses. This woman was slightly older, but no less stunning to look at. Her breasts were small, but between the deep V-neck of her gown and the gauzy material, nothing was left to the imagination. Her long red fingernails pulled the handle of Gretchen’s door closed behind her, as she stepped out into the hallway fully. 
 
    Wagner frowned and took a step forward, intending to ask the woman her business in Gretchen’s room, but the woman’s head snapped up, with two quick jerks, as if she were a mechanical person, and not well maintained. Her glare fixed itself on Wagner’s face, and he felt his confidence leave him in a rush. He had been willing to accost this woman, but her stare had reversed the tables, as if he were the outsider. 
 
    Then she turned and strode to the end of the hall, her long legs slipping out of the gown’s full-length slits with every stride. Wagner’s spell was broken and he took two quick following steps, his tongue finding words in a gush. 
 
    “Just a moment! Who are you? What are you doing here?” 
 
    The woman reached the corner of the hall and was turning it when two strange things happened. The first was a burst of wind that came from her end of the hall. The gust made his candle light flicker madly. His eyes darted down to the single flame to ensure it would not go out. He raised a hand in front of the flame to stop it flickering. When his eyes returned to the woman rounding the corner into the east wing, he took a faltering step backward. 
 
    In the flicker of the dancing light, the woman’s upper torso had bent backward at the waist, almost horizontal to the floor. Her legs and abdomen were rounding the corner of the hallway, but her back made it appear she was climbing up the wall toward the ceiling. Her arms were outstretched, and her fingers were clenched into talon-like claws, pointed upward. Her long straight hair dangled down to the floor, as she jerkily moved her head back to look at Wagner with hatred in her glowing red eyes. 
 
    The flame on his candle jumped again, and his eyes darted away from the horrible insect-like posture of the woman. When he looked up again, she was gone. He raced to the corner and leapt into the next hallway, his candle flame sputtering hysterically. The east hallway was as empty as the one he had just left. He twisted violently to look behind him and found only empty hallway. He twisted around again to see if the woman had ghost-like, managed to slip around him somehow. But he was alone. 
 
    He stood rooted to the spot for moments, twisting back and forth to ensure nothing could sneak up on him from behind. The small hairs at the base of his neck felt tight and stiff. Gooseflesh the size of peas stood strong up and down his forearms. His heart was pounding so quickly he couldn’t make out distinctive thumps, but rather heard and felt a steady thrum, like a string on a musical instrument plucked hard and left to vibrate. 
 
    Finally, he could move again, and he went back to Gretchen’s door and looked around him once more. Then he flung the door open without knocking and went directly in. The room was dark, and Gretchen lay in her bed with the covers pulled up to her neck. She was sound asleep, and snoring softly. Wagner frowned. There was no indication in the room that the strange woman had been in here with Gretchen. He twisted in the room, his candlelight throwing up large shadows in the corners of the large space. He began to feel foolish, and as Gretchen snorted in her sleep, he stepped to the door and went out into the hall, gently pulling the large wooden portal closed. 
 
    He stood in front of her door and scowled, turning left and right in the hallway, his eyes attempting to pierce the darkness. The twisted frame of the mysterious woman lingered in his mind. It was so… His mind struggled for the right word. …unnatural. The way she had bent backward reminded him of a praying mantis, even though that wasn’t quite right. The way her hands had resembled claws had been even more disconcerting. He suddenly recalled another painfully clenched figure. The thing that might have been the Count in the library. The thing that couldn’t have been the Count. When he had used the flashlight, and the figure had recoiled from the light. He had forgotten that startling image, but now it sprang fresh into his mind. There was something similar about what he had seen in the library that night and what he had seen just now in the hall outside Gretchen’s door. 
 
    A strange woman outside Fritz’s door, then a strange woman outside Gretchen’s— 
 
    He broke into a run for Anneli’s room, and the candle’s meager flame winked out. 
 
    He knew the way well enough, and all signs of gooseflesh had departed from his arms as he sprinted through the dark twisting hallway for his wife’s room. A stripe of yellow light seeped out from under the edge of her door. He didn’t stop, but threw the door wide and burst into the room. 
 
    Anneli was seated at the dressing table, running a brush through her blonde hair. She was wearing the same blue dress she’d had on at dinner, and she turned abruptly to look at him as he came barreling into the room. 
 
    The look on her face expressed concern and instant fear. 
 
    He instantly regretted his hasty action. Everything was fine, and he had alarmed her for nothing. 
 
    “It’s okay, my love. I was just startled in the hallway, and I… Well, I just came to make sure you were alright.” He felt foolish and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    The look of puzzlement and fear had not left her face. 
 
    A deep dread took hold of him, and he thought that the insect-woman from the hallway might be behind him. He turned to see nothing behind him but the doorway, and quickly shut the door. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Anneli. I’m sorry to have alarmed you. My imagination is getting the best of me in this huge place.” 
 
    When he looked up again at his mute wife, she was walking slowly to him, and looking up at the top of his head, instead of in his eyes. She crossed the room and gently touched his face. She looked into his eyes. Her big blue eyes were sad and concerned at the same time. He was about to apologize again for his foolishness, but she took his hand and pulled his arm, leading him across the room to the dressing table where she had sat. 
 
    The light danced off a sliver cross she wore around her neck on a delicate chain. It nestled in the crook of her bosom, and he found it hard to take his eyes from the symbol as it glittered in the bright room. 
 
    At the dressing table, Anneli pushed him to stand in front of the dressing table’s large oval mirror. The wood frame around it was ornately carved with swirls and curves. 
 
    In the mirror, he nearly did not recognize himself. 
 
    His shoulder-length blonde hair, and even his thick eyebrows and his lashes, had all turned a uniform, stark shade of pure white. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe your hair, brother.” Fritz laughed as he hefted the last fallen stone from the tower into a makeshift wooden chute the men had created to get debris down to the waiting wheelbarrow. The stone tumbled and crashed down the slide, thumping and bouncing as it went, until they heard the distant thud three floors below them. It had been a week since the incident. Wagner had worked by himself for a few days while Fritz rested his shoulders, and now they had been together for three days more, but each day, Fritz still commented on his hair. 
 
    “I can’t believe it myself,” Wagner said, slapping at the stone dust on his clothes and thinking more of the dinner that would await them than the strange occurrences that led to all his body hair turning pure white. 
 
    The others had all been startled when they had seen Wagner’s head. He had explained the apparition outside Gretchen’s room and how he had been momentarily terrified. He left mention of the waitress from his story with the women, but he later asked Fritz privately about it, thinking the two strange women must be connected. But Fritz denied the visitation with the waitress. “I was sound asleep,” he had told Wagner. Normally, Fritz was more than happy to boast of his female conquests, so Wagner had no reason to doubt his friend. What he had reason to begin to doubt was his mind. 
 
    First the hideous apparition that could not have been the Count in the library’s darkness, then the two ghostly women—one of whom bent at odd angles. Finally, his hair turning mysteriously white. It was all too much to believe. But then he had to remind himself it wasn’t only him. Fritz had seen the indentation in the courtyard floor, where a sizeable chunk of rock had barely missed sending Wagner and the wheelbarrow to their fates together. Everyone had seen the giant bat on the night Anneli and the others had arrived, and Fritz recalled how it had torn and scratched at Wagner’s throat. Then there was the strange incident with Fritz nearly being knocked off the causeway. 
 
    Either Wagner was losing his mind, or the castle was somehow haunted by spectres, or possibly both. In the last few days since his hair had changed color, an event Wagner was coming to think of as the turning, the group of friends had seen no sight of the Count, his grumpy servant, or any serving girls in transparent gowns. It was as if the castle were deserted. The men had worked hard at clearing debris and repairing walls and roofs. They had put in long days and made great progress, somehow both understanding without verbally acknowledging it, that everyone wanted to leave the castle as soon as the work was done. 
 
    Anneli had told him in writing—her only way of directly communicating with him—that she was concerned for him. She was also worried that the stress of the place was beginning to tear Gretchen and Fritz apart. Wagner had his own ideas about why that relationship was failing, after having spoken with Fritz on the stone bridge that day, but he kept those reasons from his wife. For her part, Gretchen had been much quieter since the turning. Her gabbing had been cut to a minimum, and she often gazed quietly and smiling—as if in a happy trance—when the four gathered at the table in the kitchen to eat. 
 
    Anneli had noted to him on her small paper pad that she was grateful for the quiet but unsure of why her friend had begun to daydream so much. “Perhaps it’s just this place,” Wagner had offered. The castle had taken on an ominous shape in Wagner’s imagination. He felt a slight unease at the thought of the place after the apparitions, and it began to feel like a heavy weight tied around his waist. He felt the burden of needing to perform the work for which the Count had hired him, but also the strain of knowing he was responsible for bringing his wife and his friends to this bleak place. There were no forms of recreation beyond reading and the conversations they held. The weather was turning, and the notion of journeying into the claustrophobic village did not appeal even to Fritz, whose relationship with Gretchen was almost certainly doomed. All of these things added up to Wagner questioning his decision to come to Transylvania and to attempt a new life here. 
 
    And there were the dreams about Britta, his deceased child. 
 
    The wasting disease, as the doctors had called it, had come on quickly, and it had ended baby Britta’s life just as abruptly. His daughter had been less than a year old, and it had nearly destroyed Wagner to watch so-called men of medicine poking and prodding his baby with tools and medicines that all led to naught. In the dreams, he saw her again, in her infant pram in his former home back in Munich, before she was sick. The dream was always the same. It was night and the baby slept in the carriage, Anneli asleep in a chair nearby. The window was open and the drapes—long, thin, white shreds of tattered, nearly transparent cloth—blew halfway across the room from the strong gusts of wind fighting their way into the nursery. 
 
    Wagner would walk toward the window to close the shutters, but the wind would hold him back. Then something dark would slip into the window, like a shadow. When he tried to focus on it, its shape flowed into something else. Sometimes it appeared in the dream as a wolf with glowing red eyes. Other times, the shape dissolved like smoke and resolved into the giant bat, its eyes aglow like embers in a fireplace. Other times still, the smoke would blur, like rain on the other side of glass in a storm, and it would become the Count, although his face was that of the heinous thing in the library’s dark depths, and his spine would bend backward like the woman-insect Wagner had thought he’d seen. 
 
    In all versions of the dream, the creature with the red eyes, whatever form it took, bent over Britta’s sleeping form and bit the side of her neck. Blood would flow out of the small infant’s veins until a pool of it lay on the floor of the room. Wagner would always be helpless to stop it, even though he knew it was coming. 
 
    He would wake to a gasp or sometimes a shriek. He would be tangled in the sheets of his bed, and covered in a cold sweat. At those times he would go to his wife’s room to check on her, and finding her sound asleep, with the covers pulled up around her. He would slip into the bed beside her. She would nearly always wake and wrap her arms around him, the look in her eyes speaking of concern and a love that knew no bounds. Most nights he would fall asleep in her arms, but other times they made love—with desperation and clutching each other hard. He understood that this ritual was healing them both and finally banishing the remains of their shared grief over the loss of their daughter. 
 
    He didn’t speak to Anneli about the dreams. He found it odd that they were occurring just as his relationship with his wife was being renewed. Each day he felt more and more over the loss of his child, and he had seen Anneli was finally moving past the loss as well. 
 
    But the dream would find him again each night. The result was his current exhaustion, and it was making the work at hand nearly impossible. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it, and wiped sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. 
 
    “Let’s get cleaned up and eat,” Fritz said. 
 
    The men swatted at their thick workman’s overalls, raising a large cloud of white dust in the confines of the small room at the top of the tower. Then they began their descent. They had finished with the tower, but Wagner suggested they leave the clean-up and the disassembling of their makeshift chute for the following day. They headed down to their respective rooms, and bathed and dressed for dinner, before meeting each other again, just at the bottom of the stairs that led into the great foyer with its checked marble floor. 
 
    When they entered the kitchen, they found Anneli seated at the table, reading a small book. She looked up at the men when they approached. Her look asked a question, but Wagner did not know what she was asking. Instead, Fritz asked a question of his own. 
 
    “Where’s Gretchen?” 
 
    Anneli only pointed at Wagner and shrugged. 
 
    “You thought she was with us?” Wagner said. 
 
    Anneli nodded. 
 
    “No, we haven’t seen her since lunch,” Fritz said. He turned around as if expecting Gretchen to be just behind them on her way into the kitchen. When he didn’t find her there, he turned back to Wagner, a perplexed look on his face. “Where can she be?” 
 
    Wagner saw that Anneli was scribbling on her pad, and he stepped over to read his wife’s note. 
 
    “She said she wasn’t feeling well after lunch and went to take a nap,” he paused in his reading aloud, as his wife finished writing. “Anneli went to find her around 3:00, but there was no answer at Gretchen’s door. She thought Gretchen must be with you.” Wagner looked up to his friend. 
 
    Sensing, perhaps, the same level of dread that Wagner suddenly felt, Fritz turned and headed for the door back to the foyer. Wagner quickly followed his friend. As they took the stairs, he saw that Anneli had joined them. 
 
    When they reached Gretchen’s door, Anneli stepped forward, between the men and the wooden slab. She held her finger up, and the meaning was clear—she wanted to go in first, in case Gretchen was not dressed. The men stopped, as Anneli entered the room. She came back quickly and beckoned them in with a wave of her hand. 
 
    Gretchen was in her bed, the covers pulled up to her neck, as they had been the night Wagner had burst into her room. She looked sickly. Her face was covered in a sheen of sweat, but her color was drained. Her normally rosy complexion was nearly as white as Wagner’s hair. None of the three friends had any medical training, but Wagner stepped forward and placed his hand gently on Gretchen’s forehead, expecting her to be burning up with a fever. Instead, Gretchen’s skin, wet though it was, felt cold. 
 
    When he pulled his hand back, startled at the unexpected temperature, his mind filled with unbidden thoughts of his daughter’s strange wasting disease, which had manifested in precisely the same way. He glanced to his wife and saw the look of abject horror in her eyes. He knew she was thinking the same thoughts. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Fritz asked, taking Gretchen’s hand from under the covers and holding it tightly. 
 
    When he moved her arm, the covers fell away from Gretchen’s neck. Wagner saw something he had seen a dozen times in his dreams. Now he questioned himself. Had he ever seen these marks on his daughter’s dying form? He couldn’t remember. 
 
    Gretchen’s neck had two small puncture wounds, spaced an inch and a half apart. Blood was crusted around the edge of each hole. Then a lock of her hair fell and hid the holes from view. But Wagner had seen them as clear as day. 
 
    “She’s dying,” he announced. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The three friends took turns caring for Gretchen over the next two days. They tried to feed her broth, but the liquid would dribble down her chin, her mouth not sucking at the fluid. Petran was left a list, asking him to bring basic medicines and a doctor. The medicines came, but no doctor, and Petran had not left a reply to the note as he sometimes did. The Count was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Gretchen’s condition did not appear to be worsening, but neither was it improving. She stayed cold and white, and sweaty. Fritz had become despondent, and the lack of his normal good cheer combined with the dire situation for Gretchen, wiped away any chance Wagner and Anneli had of remaining hopeful for Gretchen. The two had discussed the similarity of Gretchen’s affliction with that of their dying baby—Anneli writing her portion of the conversation on paper for Wagner to read. It was the first time they had openly discussed baby Britta’s death. Although Wagner felt them moving past their shared grief, this new chapter to the story, with Gretchen showing symptoms similar to Britta’s, wasn’t reducing his nightmares. 
 
    Work had pretty much ceased on the restorations as Fritz and Wagner helped Anneli care for the ailing Gretchen. One of the three of them was always by her bedside. Earlier in the afternoon the men had left Anneli with her; tonight, Fritz would stand vigil. 
 
    All thoughts of strange women in hallways had left Wagner’s head. Instead, his days were filled with worry, and now the time for a decision had come. Wagner stood, leaning against the dresser in Fritz’s room, as his friend paced back and forth. 
 
    “We are too remote here,” Wagner said, “I fear that no doctor is coming. I’ve searched but can’t find Petran. It’s possible that he isn’t even in the castle.” 
 
    “That weasel!” Fritz shouted. “We should just wait in the damn kitchen in ambush for him when he comes to make the meals—he never misses one of those.” 
 
    “I’ve considered that,” Wagner said softly, trying to calm his friend with outstretched palms, “but he always knows, somehow. If he becomes suspicious, he won’t come, and then we won’t have any food. I’d rather the supply of food keep coming, especially as we can only get so little of it into Gretchen at each meal.” 
 
    Fritz saw the reason in that. “Yes, I suppose you are right. But there must be some way we can get a doctor to her. Or her to a doctor.” 
 
    “I’m going to make a trip into the village on foot to see Herr Brandt, the shopkeeper I told you about. He will know where to find a doctor, and he has little love for the Count or Petran.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can stand to just sit here and wait. Why don’t I go?” Fritz was pacing back and forth again. Wagner crossed the room and sat on the edge of Fritz’s bed as they made their plan. 
 
    “Henning knows me. Besides, I need you to work on our backup plan, while I’m gone.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Fritz’s eyes came alive at the thought that plans were now being made. His depression was vanishing at the thought of taking action. 
 
    “The narrow coach. We don’t need Petran to drive it. We can drive it ourselves. If there’s no doctor in that blasted village, then we take the Count’s coach and get Gretchen out—as far as Dorna-Watra up north, if need be, but we get her to help. We can always apologize to the Count later and recompense him for the loss of his coach. But if we can’t find that skinny ghoul to drive for us, I say we take the damned thing.” 
 
    “So you need me to prepare the coach, for your return from the village?” Fritz asked, clearly liking the plan. 
 
    “Yes—actually, I’ll take one of the horses bareback into town. You get the other one ready, and as soon as I’m back, if I’ve no doctor with me, we’ll hook my horse back up to the traces and load Gretchen into the carriage.” Wagner stood. With the decision made, he was ready to act. “Let’s go inform Anneli, so she can get Gretchen ready for either outcome.” 
 
    The men left Fritz’s room in a rush and made their way down to Gretchen’s room. When they stepped inside the door, Gretchen was asleep in her usual place in the bed, some of her color having returned. She looked better than she had in days, and no sweat stood on her face. 
 
    But of Anneli, there was no sign. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anneli Wagner could not remember leaving Gretchen’s side, or why she had done it. She was having a hard time thinking about anything. It was as if she were walking in a dream. She was in a room in the castle she could not place. She wasn’t sure she had been here before, even though her husband had showed her the whole building. 
 
    She was in a sitting room of some sort. There were very nice plush sofas and wingback chairs. Small tables were here and there, some stacked with books, others holding crystal candelabra filled with dark red wax candles. The room had no windows, but long faded tapestries adorned most of the walls, and the far wall was covered in long velvet drapes—a deep burgundy, like the candles around the room. 
 
    She took a few steps into the room, her legs seeming to float more than walk. She hadn’t made any conscious decision to move further into the strange room. She had still been wondering where she was. That she found herself moving, and that she had not made the decision to do so, was disorienting. A wave of vertigo washed over her; she felt nauseous and she thought she might lose her balance and fall over on her face. Yet her legs continued to glide across the room, bringing her toward the dark velvet drapes. 
 
    She paused in front of the thick material, as if she were unsure what to do next, but her mind was still grappling with why she was doing any of this at all. It all felt slightly off, as if she were in a dream. Then, unknown to her, her own arms had moved and grasped the curtains. She quickly flung them apart, and they slid silently on their runners. 
 
    On the other side of the curtains was another drawing room, with more sofas. It was an extension of the room she had just left. But this room had fewer candles lighting it, so the shadows crept and played at the recesses of the room. She took a half step into the room, her hands still not under her control. She stopped. 
 
    In the middle of the room stood a man. 
 
    His eyes burned like twin winter suns, the small glowing coals at the center making the whites around them glow with a misty radiance. 
 
    His dark hair fell down his forehead, and his lips were drawn tight across his face. Those lips held no expression, a crack in a wall of alabaster pale skin. 
 
    The man was dressed in a dark suit of some kind, but Anneli found it hard to look at any part of the man but his eyes. Those glowing eyes. As if they commanded her to look directly at them. She once again tried to move of her own volition and found that she could not. Something else was controlling her movements, like she was a marionette. She no longer thought she was in a dream. That feeling was wrong. It was this man’s doing. Somehow, in some way, he was moving her limbs for her. She knew that, but her mind could not examine the idea, as if it were covered in slippery grease, and each time she tried to touch the thought, it slid away from her. 
 
    At the edge of her vision, she could see the space around them, and the shadows reaching out from the corners and wrapping themselves around the man, to blend into the dark shoulders of his suit. For this man, the shadows were alive. 
 
    Anneli Wagner stood transfixed by the curtains, her blue eyes glazed over and her breath coming in bursts. His eyes took up the greater portion of her vision, and she felt herself attracted to those eyes, while at the same time repulsed from them. She wanted to look away, but she also wanted to look deeper. To fall away inside the fiery pits in the center of this man’s glowing orbs. She felt his desire, a tangible thing, looming and full of jagged spikes and thorns. This man—this creature—would devour her. It would consume her completely. 
 
    She lifted her head higher, standing as erect as possible, again, the movement not her own. As she stretched, she could feel the tiny silver cross between her breasts being pulled up from its hiding spot in her yellow evening gown, as it was tugged by the thin silver necklace. 
 
    The movement caught the man’s attention and he turned his glowing coal eyes away from hers for just a second. The spell was broken. 
 
    He shrieked and recoiled from the sight of the necklace, the shadows around him moving into a dancing frenzy. His body swept back into the darkness at the far end of the room, as if a strong gale wind had just blown him aloft on its currents. 
 
    “Anneli!” someone was calling, far in the distance. 
 
    The man’s eyes snapped up again, this time catching her own so forcefully, that she felt her soul wrenched inside her body. The eyes were burning now with a mixture of pain, desire, and seething anger. Farther away she heard her name being called once again. 
 
    Then the eyes snapped shut, and she felt herself released entirely from the grasp of the man’s powers. Her body slumped downward to the floor. She realized that she had not been standing erect, but rather, her feet had not even been touching the ground! She had been floating off the floor by at least a few inches. Her mind was her own again, and her thoughts, feelings, and movements were completely back in her control. 
 
    She looked up from the floor to the far wall, but the shadows and the man were both gone. 
 
    “ANNELI!” Her husband was near and calling desperately for her. 
 
    Filled with an energy she had not known since before her deceased daughter’s birth, she sprang to her feet and rushed back through the curtains and out of the sitting room into a hallway. Andreas was at the far end of it, and she called out to him. He whirled and came running to her. They embraced, and he pulled her away from him to look in her eyes. She saw only love and concern in his. 
 
    “Where were you?” he asked. 
 
    “I saw him,” she spoke aloud. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Andreas Wagner was so stunned that his wife had used her voice that he hardly registered what she had said. 
 
    “You spoke!” His smile stretched across his face until it hurt. 
 
    “I saw him, Andreas. Count Dracula. He… He is not a good man,” she said. She looked scared and confused. 
 
    “Did he hurt you? Are you alright?” Wagner was suddenly angry, his elation at his wife learning to speak forgotten, and he stepped into the room from which she had just come, looking for the Count. It was too much. All the strange occurrences, then Gretchen’s sickness, and now to hear that there really was something wrong with his absentee host. 
 
    “No, no. He didn’t touch me. He has left. The room is empty,” she told Wagner, as he came back out into the hallway. “Still, he is very frightening. I think we should leave.” 
 
    “We are just about to. Come, we need to get back to Fritz and Gretchen,” he said, pulling her with him as he strode down the hallway. But she was moving faster and broke into a run for the stairs. He sped up to keep pace with her, and they both ran to Gretchen’s room without another word between them. 
 
    When they reached Gretchen’s chamber, Fritz was beside the bed, holding her hand. She was awake, but she looked weak. She smiled slowly when they came into the room. “Hello,” she said, but it sounded as if the simple word had taken most of her energy to mutter. 
 
    “You are awake,” Wagner began, some small sliver of hope returning. But then Fritz turned to look at him, and the hope was dashed. He looked grave, and the set of the man’s jaw indicated that although Gretchen seemed well, she really was not. Plus, Fritz was beginning to look a little pale himself. 
 
    Anneli stepped ahead to greet Gretchen, and Fritz got up from his chair to come over to Wagner. 
 
    “We need to move. Now. She is very ill,” Fritz spoke softly, so that only Wagner could hear. “I think she is trying to appear strong, but I can see it. I know her. She’s still getting worse.” 
 
    “I’ll go now. You aren’t looking well either, Fritz.” Wagner patted his friend on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m quite tired. But I need to come and get the carriage ready. Let’s go.” 
 
    The men raced out into the hall and down the stairs to the main foyer. They went straight to the massive front door with its dark banded wood. But when Wagner pulled at the latch, the door refused to budge. He was so used to flinging that door open, throwing some of his strength into doing so because it was heavy, that he nearly hurt himself jerking on the thing, only to not have it move an inch. 
 
    He pulled a second time. 
 
    “What is it?” Fritz asked. 
 
    “The door… It’s locked. It’s never been locked before.” Wagner said, as he pulled out his ring of keys. He had marked several of them with colored string, so he knew which keys went where, but he had never discovered the purpose of all of them—he had more keys than he had found doors. But he also didn’t know which key fit the front door to the castle. It had always been unlocked, and he had never thought to test his unmarked keys on it. 
 
    He started testing them, one at a time, as Fritz looked on impatiently. 
 
    He had twenty unmarked keys. After trying nineteen of them, and looking with despair at the last one, he recalled the door in the wine cellar. The one Petran had guarded so jealously, he now realized. What were you hiding, you slug? He inserted the brass key and attempted to turn it, but like with the others, it was not the correct key. Like with the that cellar door. 
 
    “None of them fit,” he told Fritz. 
 
    “Here, let me try,” Fritz snatched the ring of keys and stepped in front of Wagner at the door. 
 
    Wagner was about to suggest they try one of the other doors out of the building. Surely one of his keys would open one of the exterior doors. There were several of them. He hadn’t tried any of them for some reason. He realized he hadn’t ever needed to—the doors were always unlocked. But he heard footsteps behind him on the marble floor. Anneli, he thought. Something must have happened with Gretchen. But then, before he could turn his head, he realized the sound of the footstep was wrong. 
 
    When the hand clutched his shoulder from behind, it felt like it weighed a ton, and Wagner knew he was in trouble. He tried to call out to Fritz, to warn him, but there was no time. 
 
    Before he knew it, he had been grabbed, thrown, and was flying across the foyer, back first. His leg slammed into the round wooden table in the middle of the room, where his welcome letter from the Count had waited on that first day. The table flipped over, and Wagner’s body flipped end over end from the impact—everything appeared to be in such slow motion, that he could see the vase tumbling from the table, its water spraying in an arc, as the flowers jettisoned like missiles. 
 
    Then Wagner’s body crashed into the wall, and he slid to the floor. The impact blasted the air from his lungs, and his head was filled with a buzzing hum while his chest vibrated with sensation overload, as he desperately tried to draw a fresh breath. 
 
    But his lungs felt like they had expelled their air and then sealed themselves forever. 
 
    When the breath came, it came in a gulp, as his head arced up from the floor, like a drowning man surfacing from below the waters of a turbulent lake. He saw his attacker—Petran—was locked in a struggle with Fritz near the door. Petran was insanely strong. Even though Petran was a bit taller, Fritz outweighed the man by probably a hundred pounds. And Fritz knew how to hold his own in a Munich beer hall. 
 
    Both men threw punches and landed them at the same time, Fritz’s fist hitting Petran’s cheek, as Petran’s hit Fritz in the chest. Fritz stepped into Petran’s next swing and grabbed the man around the waist. He head-butted Petran and then released him. The gangly man staggered away from the fighter’s embrace. Wagner struggled to his feet, his breath finally returned to him. He suspected he would be sore in the morning from the impact with the table and the wall, but right now he was buzzing with anger at Petran, and he needed to help his friend. Blood was rushing in his ears and he could hear nothing but a pounding roar. He raced across the foyer toward the giant. He bent to scoop up the fallen vase from the floor, where the thick carpet had prevented it from shattering. Petran lunged back toward Fritz and kicked out at Fritz’s leg. Fritz cried out in pain, and Petran moved closer to throw a punch at Fritz’s eye. Clutching his knee in pain, Fritz dodged the blow, leaning to his left and throwing up his free hand. 
 
    Wagner swung the vase, and cracked it across Petran’s face and temple. The tall man stumbled back and squealed like a little girl shrieking for a lost toy. Wagner didn’t know a man could make a noise like that. It managed to cut through the rush of blood in his ears, and it startled him enough that he stepped backward, bumping into Fritz. 
 
    Petran continued his deathly scream, and his body flailed around the room until he bounced off the wall behind him. His face was covered by his hands, and blood leaked between his fingers. When he pulled his hands away, Wagner could see that the vase had shattered on Petran’s skull and a thin sliver of ceramic had plunged deeply into Petran’s eye socket with its edges pointing directly up and down. Crimson blood actually squirted from the wound, and poured down the man’s ruined visage. His lips pulled back in a snarl like a wolf, and he bared his crooked teeth as if he would come to bite Wagner. 
 
    But Wagner had had enough. “We are done with you, animal!” He took a step toward Petran, when Fritz cried out from behind him. 
 
    Wagner turned to find Fritz crouched over, and a woman on his back. The waitress in the sheer gown had crept up from behind and leapt onto Fritz’s back. Her face was buried in Fritz’s neck, and as he thrust a fist up at her, knocking her a glancing blow to the side of her head, she pulled her face away, pulling the flesh of Fritz’s neck with her, in her mouth. His neck exploded with a red spray, and the blood dripped down her chin. 
 
    When Wagner heard a hiss from across the room, he realized that Petran and the strange waitress would not be the only enemies they would face. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The hideous woman Wagner had seen outside Gretchen’s room was across the foyer. Her mouth was open, like Petran’s, and she was baring her teeth. But unlike Petran, her incisors were elongated like a wolf’s fangs—like the waitress with the bloody mouth had. The insect-woman was emitting the loud hissing noise, and her eyes were almost glowing red. Just like in his dreams. 
 
    Fritz swung his head backward. A gout of blood sprayed from his neck as he did so, but the back of his head connected with the teeth of the woman on his back. She launched off of him, sprawling to the floor. Wagner had been distracted by the motion, and now out of his peripheral vision he saw Petran’s lean form rushing him. He dropped to a crouch and punched out, hitting the tall man in the gut hard enough to knock the air out of him. Wagner sprang to his feet, his other fist leading, and he clobbered Petran in the jaw. The man’s body flew into the air and tumbled over backward like a bad acrobat. 
 
    The hissing woman was on him then, having rushed him from the side. He threw the back of his fist up, and hit her in the face. She fell away from him just as Fritz was slamming into his left shoulder, turning him around in a spin. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted, as he sprinted past Wagner. The waitress had recovered on the floor, and now she crouched there like a toad wrapped in a bloody curtain. Wagner started to follow his friend, and the woman shot from the floor like she had been launched from a cannon. Wagner dove to the floor in front of him, rolled, and landed on his back. 
 
    The waitress, her bloody fangs dripping with Fritz’s blood, flew through the air right over him and crashed into the strange insect-woman, who was coming for him from the other side. Both women fell away in a tumble of limbs into Petran, tripping him up, so that he landed on his face, and drove the vase fragment further into his skull. His scream was inhuman. Wagner, wasting no time, scrambled to his feet. He chased up the stairs after Fritz. The big man clutched the torn side of his neck, holding his life’s blood in by sheer force of will. 
 
    As Wagner reached the top of the stairs and looked back, he could see the women and Petran following them already. He turned and sped after Fritz, realizing that the man wasn’t fleeing so much as he was racing toward Gretchen’s room. If these creatures had attacked the two of them, there might be more of them setting upon the women. Wagner was glad Fritz had kept his wits about him. 
 
    Nearly to the door to the room, Wagner saw something that made his last shred of hope plummet. At the far end of the corridor, and racing toward them, was Count Dracula. All pretense at civility lost, the Count bared his own fangs—longer than those of the women. His eyes were smoldering volcanoes of rage, and his hands were clenched into deadly talons. It is all of them, Wagner realized. They are all creatures. 
 
    Fritz whipped open the door to Gretchen’s room and swept in. Anneli looked up in shock at their hurried entrance. As soon as Wagner was in, Fritz slammed the door behind him and threw his weight against it. Wagner hurried to lock the door with the key on his ring that had the green bit of string—the color he had associated with Gretchen, for the color of the dress she wore the day Anneli introduced him to her. His mind could easily fix on such random things, and the ability had helped him with remembering crucial things throughout his life. The lock tumbled and Fritz sighed loudly. Both men knew the door was the only way into the room. 
 
    Gretchen was sleeping again, and Anneli stood from the chair by the bed and quickly came over to them. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Fritz turned to Wagner and looked helplessly at him. He turned away and rushed to Gretchen’s closet, grabbing the first piece of cloth he found, and pressed it to his savaged neck. The explanation would be up to Wagner. 
 
    “Petran has locked us inside the castle,” he said. Anneli’s eyes widened. “We fought with him. And the woman I saw in the hallway the night my hair turned. She was real. She was…a creature of some sort. Her teeth are long and she hissed like a snake.” 
 
    Now Anneli’s eyebrows raised in disbelief. “She did what?” 
 
    “There are two women. Both of them are creatures more than human,” hold told her, holding her shoulders and looking directly in her eyes, so she would know how serious he was. “And it gets worse. Dracula is one of them, too.” 
 
    The words came out of him in a rush, dumping the bad news on his bride like a waterfall. Then he turned to the locked door, expecting the feral creatures he had faced to burst through the door at any second. But there was no pounding on the wooden door, no heavy breathing outside of it. 
 
    Fritz had grabbed one of Gretchen’s scarves from a drawer and was wrapping it around his neck, using the cloth he had found in the closet as a bandage for his neck wound. “Are there any other ways into this room?” 
 
    “No,” Wagner told him. He thought again about the design of the castle, and he wondered whether there might be a secret passage that led into Gretchen’s sleeping chambers. “No. Just this door. Not even a window. We are safe.” 
 
    Fritz’s face fell, as he came to the conclusion just before Wagner did. “Then we are trapped. All they need to do is wait,” he said, nodding toward the door. “Sooner or later, we’ll have to leave here, and the only way out is through that door.” 
 
    “What are they?” Anneli asked. “You make them sound more like animals than people.” 
 
    “I have never seen anything like them. I have no idea. But they are strong.” Fritz rubbed his sore throat through the scarf. 
 
    “I know what they are,” Wagner told them, as he sat at the dressing table and began absently to paw through Gretchen’s laid out jewelry, his mind a thousand miles away, in the library in Munich. “I read about the folklore of this region of the mountains, before I came. The legends and myths, the stories and the old wives tales. All part of the colorful culture, I thought.” 
 
    When he fell into silence, the others simply waited. 
 
    He turned to them and looked at each of them in turn before going on. 
 
    “Vampires. They drink human blood to survive. There are many legends about them in these parts, but I thought they were just foolish stories for children.” 
 
    Anneli’s mouth hung open in shock. Fritz sat heavily down on the side of the bed, not rousing the sleeping Gretchen. “Did you read how to stop them? Or kill them?” 
 
    “No,” Wagner hung his head. “Only that they supposedly come out only at night. I’ve seen Petran around the castle, the few times that I’ve seen him, in the day. But I’ve only ever seen the Count after dark. The same with the women.” 
 
    Fritz stood again. “Petran didn’t have teeth like the others. Maybe he doesn’t drink blood. We can wait until daylight and try to just get past him.” 
 
    “Yes, but where do the others go after dawn?” Anneli asked. 
 
    Wagner thought maybe he knew. The room at the end of the wine cellar. He was about to say so, but a sudden croaking sound filled the room. A repeated kack-kack noise that sounded almost mechanical, like a badly damaged clock trying to gong on the hour and failing, the mechanism’s spring attempting the motion again and again. 
 
    Fritz looked ready for another fight, despite his blood loss. Anneli was looking at the door in terror, but when Wagner looked at the door, he realized the sound was not coming from the hallway. Were they trying to get in from somewhere else? Then his eyes turned to the bed. 
 
    It was Gretchen. 
 
    She was coughing. As soon as Wagner laid his eyes on her, the noise ceased, and she laid still. Too still. 
 
    He rushed over to the bed and laid his hand on her face. Her skin was cold. He felt at the side of her neck for her pulse, but he could feel nothing. He took her wrist up and checked there, then laid his ear down on her chest to listen for her heartbeat. 
 
    When he raised his head and turned to his companions, their expressions had changed. Anneli had tears streaming down her face, but she looked angry and ready for a fight. Fritz looked lost and horrified, his mouth agape and his eyes wide. 
 
    “She’s dead.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The keening wail of Anneli’s cry echoed against the cold stone walls of the room. It came from somewhere deep inside of her, making her normally soft voice several octaves deeper. And Wagner could still hear the anger there. 
 
    Fritz simply fell into a chair in the corner, his look vacant. He hardly moved, and Wagner was afraid for the man’s life. His blood coated the entire front and side of his shirt now, and the man’s skin had gone pale. Wagner understood some of the loss of color was from the shock of Gretchen’s death, but he knew some of it was from loss of blood as well. 
 
    For himself, Andreas Wagner dealt with the death of their companion in what he felt was an odd way. 
 
    It made him sharper. 
 
    He chastised himself for thinking the unfolding events had all been in his mind. Of course it had been Dracula in the library. He should have recognized the man, and he should have left the castle immediately. He should have heeded the warnings of the villagers. The villagers, he thought. They knew. Damn them, they knew what was waiting for me here in the castle. But the recrimination and clarity brought him a new sensation: determination. He would fight these hellish creatures and he would get his friend and his wife to safety. One death was all the creatures would have, and if he could help it, the fiends would have no more of Gretchen’s blood. 
 
    “We will make them pay,” he said. 
 
    Fritz did not respond, but Anneli raised her head from where she had been crying at Gretchen’s bedside, and looked at her husband. He saw fire in those blue eyes he loved so well, and he understood that she would tolerate no more deaths either. Something strong had arisen in her. Something hard. 
 
    “What will we do? Tell me,” she said. 
 
    “We wait until dawn. The legends I read talked of vampires fearing the daylight,” he replied. He remembered the oddly designed windows in the castle—how they had been shaded to prevent light from entering. Still, he thought the vampires would sleep or rest in the day. He reminded himself, again, that he had only ever seen Dracula at night. And that is why they need Petran. He guards them while they sleep…in the wine cellar’s locked room. It was all coming together for him. 
 
    “We’ll need to fight Petran, but the others should be gone with the morning light. And then we get out and make our way to the village. Herr Brandt, the Bavarian shopkeeper I mentioned, will help us to escape.” Wagner went to Fritz, and pushed his hand aside to look at the man’s neck wound. Fritz offered little resistance. The wound was jagged, but not too bad. Wagner had been sure the vampire waitress had pulled a flapping wall of skin away from Fritz’s throat, but he saw now that most of what she must have had on her face was blood. He went to Gretchen’s dressing table and pulled fresh scarves from the drawer that Fritz had left open in his haste to bind his wound. Wagner folded one into smaller and smaller squares, then placed it over Fritz’s neck and used two more scarves to wrap around the man, like bandages. When he was done, he was sure that the makeshift dressing would hold, although the wrappings would probably need to be changed by morning. He checked his pocketwatch and saw they had many hours yet until the dawn. 
 
    “Fritz, help me,” Wagner said, and he walked to Gretchen’s body. 
 
    Fritz stood and moved to the bed, then looked at Wagner, unsure of what to do. The man looked only resigned and tired now. 
 
    “Help me to shift her to the floor. You and Anneli should sleep. I will remain on watch. When I need to rest, I’ll wake you.” 
 
    Anneli stood and silently took hold of the body as well, her intention clear. She would move the body to the floor with the men, a pallbearer for a woman who they all knew would receive no formal funeral in the morning as they battled their way out of the castle. 
 
    The corpse was surprisingly lightweight as they lifted Gretchen’s limp form and laid her on the floor to the side of the bed. Anneli knelt on the floor and rearranged her friend’s hair, and then gently stroked Gretchen’s head. Fritz, his work done, moved back to his chair. “I will sleep here,” he said. “Wake me when you need to be spelled.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can sleep at all,” Anneli said as she stood and turned to face the door to the room, which had remained silent. 
 
    Wagner went to her and gently placed his arms around her. She held him as well, and they remained unmoving for a moment. “You should try,” he said. Then softer, he told her the rest: “Fritz might not be able to take the next watch. He needs rest badly. And in a few hours, if nothing happens, I will be close to dropping.” 
 
    She looked up at him, understanding and acceptance in her look. She gently kissed him, then went to the bed and stripped off the cover that had been over their dead friend. She flapped the blanket out and draped it over the body, then laid down atop the sheets on the bed. 
 
    Wagner looked to a dark wardrobe, and opened it, rummaging for another blanket. He found one, and brought it to his wife. Even if the dead woman hadn’t needed to be covered for respect, it probably would be quite offputting for everyone to sleep under a cover that had warmed a dying woman hours earlier. The fresh blanket was not as thick as the one now draped on the floor, but it would do to keep the chill off. 
 
    Wagner spread the blanket over his wife, and he saw that her eyes were already closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anneli Wagner awoke, and her eyes flittered a few times in the dimly lit room, before she understood where she was. The horror of the previous night came slamming home to her brain, and she sat upright. 
 
    Fritz slumbered awkwardly in the chair, and the corpse of her friend was unmoving on the floor next to her. 
 
    All of the previous night’s events had truly occurred. 
 
    Anneli felt her anger flare once again. Her eyes shifted to the door to the room. Andreas was seated on the floor, facing the door. Next to him were several long wooden rods. It took her a moment to understand what they were. She glanced up at the space above her, where the poles and the canopy of Gretchen’s four-poster bed should have been. Instead she was seeing the ceiling of the room, far above the bed. The slim glow from the room’s sole candle made the ceiling appear further above her than she knew it to be. She glanced over to its light and saw several fresh candles on the table, next to the candelabrum. Andreas must have found more in the wardrobe, she thought. 
 
    She looked back to her husband and understood that he had carefully taken the canopy down, unscrewing the long wooden poles, with their intricate carving work. They would be heavy, but she could see how they would make useful weapons. 
 
    She climbed out of the bed and slowly approached Andreas, not sure if he would be awake or not. She need not have worried that he would have fallen asleep on the job. 
 
    “Dawn is still an hour away,” he told her quietly, and without turning to regard her. 
 
    She stepped over to him and gently draped the blanket she had brought from the bed around his shoulders. She put her arms around him then and laid her head on his shoulder. He still did not turn. 
 
    “You were supposed to wake me,” she said softly. 
 
    “I never felt tired.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, rubbing his back. “I know. But take some rest now, while you still can. I will wake you at dawn. Give me your pocketwatch.” 
 
    He stood and stretched his neck, then gave her the watch and nodded. When he went to the bed and laid down, she knew he should have woken her at least an hour earlier. She hoped the scant amount of time would be enough for him. Then she turned to the hastily improvised armory of weapons. She could see that the eight-foot long poles had been cleverly assembled with a large screw that held them together at the midpoint—they were actually eight lengths of wood that had attached to the head and foot boards of the bed frame. She sat on the floor in the place where her husband had held vigil. She hefted one of the wooden segments, and swung it out in front of her. It was weighty, but she could manage it. 
 
    These will do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When a hand roused him from his sleep, Andreas Wagner came grudgingly. As his mind cleared the cobwebs of the deep, dreamless sleep he’d been in, he recalled his surroundings and the dire circumstances. He was surprised to see that Fritz had wakened him and not Anneli, but a quick glance to the door showed she was standing and holding one of the posts from the bed. She was patting the improvised baton as if she meant to do some damage with it. 
 
    Fritz was looking better rested, despite his awkward bed for the night, and he had changed his own bandage, and done a better job of it than Wagner had. He had also used a sheet and more of Gretchen’s scarves to create a holster on his back that held two of the bed’s post segments crossed in an X, with the end of each just over his shoulders. 
 
    “What is the time?” Wagner asked. 
 
    “Just after dawn. We’ll go as soon as you feel awake and ready.” Fritz told him. 
 
    Wagner stood and reached to the floor to pick up one of the wooden segments. He shook his head, making the last of his sleep fade from his mind, and flexed his arms with the wooden bludgeon. 
 
    “I am ready.” 
 
    He walked across the room to the door and produced the key. He glanced quickly at his wife and his friend to ensure they were prepared for what might await them. Both returned grim looks of determination. 
 
    Then he opened the door. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The corridor was dark, but they each held a candlestick in one hand and a segment of the bed in another. The light from their candles made the shadows retreat. Wagner stepped into the corridor, with Anneli close behind him, and Fritz bringing up the rear. Fritz’s candelabrum was the largest that had been in the room, and with five lit candles on it, he cast the entire corridor, end to end, into light. 
 
    The vampires were not to be seen. Not Dracula, not the female fiends. Petran was also absent. Wagner knew the man would be about, and he quickly tried to calculate where the best chokepoint in the castle might be for Petran to ambush them. There were too many ways into and out of the castle for the gangly servant to guard them all. And surely one of the keys that were yet unmarked on Wagner’s ring in his trouser pocket would match up to those other exterior doorways. So Petran had to have a plan. 
 
    Where will he be? Wagner thought. 
 
    He stood motionless outside the door to Gretchen’s room while the others waited wordlessly for him to decide. He strained his hearing, listening for the slightest sound. He didn’t hear anything, but his senses told him something was amiss. Was he strung too tightly after the events of the previous night? They should be running for one of the doors, but his skin was crawling, and he knew running would be the wrong move. Somehow, somewhere, a trap awaited them. He would not rush into it blindly. 
 
    Wagner took a step further into the hallway and the others followed, with Fritz reaching back to slowly pull the door to Gretchen’s room closed behind them. Wagner took one more step and paused, his sense of alarm jarring now. 
 
    Then he heard the shuffling noise. Just a slight scuff, like fabric whispering across stone. The sound had not come from either end of the hall. Dread washed over Wagner like a North Sea wave smacking the shore. 
 
    Then he looked up. 
 
    The ceiling to the corridor was a full twenty feet high. Along the walls, many tapestries—some faded to the point that their artwork could no longer be discerned—hung draped from near the ceiling all the way to the floor. Just above the door to Gretchen’s room, right up at the ceiling, and splayed across it like spiders waiting patiently for their flies, Dracula and the two women clutched the ceiling with their long claws. All three of them bared their fangs and dropped. 
 
    It was a trap. And they had stepped right into it. 
 
    The three vampires—the two women in their torn and sheer gowns, and Dracula in his customary black suit—landed in crouches on the floor, like cats. Wagner was startled when Anneli made the first move, thrusting her wooden bed segment like a jousting lance into the chest of the nearest female, the waitress. The woman was rammed back against the wall. Fritz swung his own bed segment like a club at the other female, but she leapt back out of reach and stuck to the wall behind her, again reminding Wagner of a spider. Dracula was closest to Wagner. The Count’s fangs now clearly visible in the light, Wagner wondered how he ever could have missed them before. He had spoken to the man a few times. But always in low light, he realized.  
 
    Dracula merely walked toward him, confident and full of menace. Wagner decided not to wait and rushed the man, his bedpost leading. When he closed the distance, Dracula swept one arm out and batted Wagner across the hall where he crashed against the wall and slumped to the floor. The Count’s strength was amazing. He appeared to be a slim man, but the power behind the strike was more than Wagner would have expected from a mountain of a man. He quickly understood this would be a fight they would lose. 
 
    Anneli struck her foe repeatedly, pinning the vampire waitress against the wall. The tapestry behind her tore loose, and fell down over the two women, but Wagner’s wife did not let up on her assault. Fritz and the other female were circling each other, with Fritz alternately waving the candelabrum and the bedpost. 
 
    Wagner tried to stand and found Dracula instantly in front of him again. The creature rammed Wagner against the wall a second time, and he slid to the floor. Before Wagner could realize it, the Count had moved away. 
 
    “Stop!” The Count’s robust voice echoed loudly through the hallway. 
 
    Wagner looked up and saw that Dracula had extricated Anneli from her fight with the waitress. He now stood behind her, his hand clutching her throat, one long sharp fingernail pointed at the pulsing vein on the side of her neck. Fritz also saw that she was captured. He stopped moving. 
 
    “Place your weapons on the ground,” Dracula commanded Fritz. 
 
    Fritz looked furious. Wagner knew the man’s frustration. They had not even made it steps outside the door before losing this brief skirmish. And they would all surely die. Then Wagner saw the look in Fritz’s eye. His friend knew they would die, too. 
 
    The big man slowly knelt and placed the candle tree on the floor. When he stood, the bedpost was still in his large hand. 
 
    Dracula took a step toward Fritz, pushing Anneli before him as he went. Wagner took the moment to stand, his own bedpost still in his hand. He wanted so badly to strike Dracula from behind, and free his wife from the creature’s grasp. 
 
    “Drop the weapon, or she will die,” the Count took another shuffling step toward Fritz, the man he perceived to be the greater fighter of the group. He was ignoring Wagner completely. 
 
    Fritz’s eye darted quickly to Wagner then back to the Count. His look seemed to droop, and he stretched out his arm and dropped the bedpost on the floor. Wagner took in the whole scene, but he knew Fritz was acting. He knew the man had something else planned. Wagner cocked his bedpost back behind his shoulder, preparing to swing it as hard as he could at the back of Dracula’s head. 
 
    The female vampire Fritz had been battling stepped toward him. Wagner thought she was going to collect the dropped weapon. 
 
    She never got the chance. 
 
    As soon as she was in range, Fritz’s hands went up to his shoulders and the waiting handles of the bedposts he wore on his back in a crossed X. Like a gunfighter in America, Fritz drew the weapons in a smooth and blisteringly fast arc, swinging them wide and in, until the tips of both weapons crashed into either side of the female vampire’s head. The sound was the deep bass drum of a marching band, and the top of the woman’s skull popped up like a cork shot out of a champagne bottle. A spout of blood followed it, and Wagner saw that the blood was darker than any he had ever seen. 
 
    “Nooooooooo!” Dracula’s scream was so loud it hurt Wagner’s ears in the confined space. The bedpost began its swing, and Wagner stepped forward to ensure the weapon hit its target. But Dracula was gone. 
 
    Wagner saw the movement, but although his mind slowed the scene down, he understood that everything was happening as quickly as lightning. Dracula had dropped Anneli and was racing toward Fritz. Anneli was ducking down to grasp her lost bedpost. The female vampire with the shattered cranium was beginning to collapse to the ground. Fritz was kicking out with his foot, the candelabrum was suddenly skittering across the floor toward the tapestry. Wagner’s swing with the makeshift bludgeon was reaching the place where Dracula had just been, but the wood hit only air. Dracula had moved from the place with lightning speed. 
 
    The swing continued, having not met its expected resistance. Wagner spun around in a complete circle, the momentum from his strike with the weapon pulling his body around, against his will. He saw that the waitress vampire had somehow gotten behind him during the fight, and she was coming for him. But the momentum of the post swung him back to the rest of the hallway again. Anneli was down on the floor grabbing for her post. The candles touched the tapestry, and it lit into a roaring flame that cast the corridor into intense brightness. 
 
    Dracula had flown across the space of the hall and grabbed Fritz by the man’s head. The two of them continued down to the end of the hall in a blur. The female vampire Fritz had killed was still falling to the floor when Dracula rammed Fritz’s head against the far wall at the end of the corridor. Fritz’s head burst like a balloon on the first impact, but Dracula continued to smash it against the wall over and over, shrieking in anguish all the while. 
 
    The fire roared up the wall and across the carpet on the floor to ignite the fallen body of the female vampire Fritz had killed. Her gauzy gown lit instantly, and she was suddenly a wall of fire between Wagner and the Count. The thought that his friend was dead had barely had time to enter his consciousness, but the instinct to escape was alive in his brain. He lurched forward, but before he could reach Anneli to help her up from the floor, something hard struck him from behind. 
 
    Suddenly the brilliance of the fire dimmed to a dark gray. 
 
    Then to blackness. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    When a dim light bled into Wagner’s eyes, the first thing his mind could comprehend was that he could not move his arms and legs. His chest felt compressed, and it was difficult to breathe. There was a coppery taste in his mouth that was as thick as paste. 
 
    His eyes flickered open and closed. He tried to understand where he was. He was looking at a damp stone wall, a few inches from his eyes. The light was filtering in from above him. 
 
    He moved his head upward and saw a tube of rock stretching above him to a dark metal grate almost ten feet higher. No. Not a grate. Bars. He was imprisoned in a narrow tube of stone with bars at the top. He had seen this sort of thing before in other castles. An oubliette. A dungeon cell so narrow, the victim would barely be able to move in it. They normally tapered down, and some of them filled with water. An oubliette was a place to put someone you wanted to forget about. Permanently. 
 
    But he was in it incorrectly. 
 
    The victim would normally be placed feet first and vertically into the pit until wedged at the bottom. Wagner was crunched up into a ball instead, his legs bent and up by his chest. He must have simply been dropped into the hole, and his unconscious body tangled on the way down. He felt a surge of panic and fought to crush it down. That would not be the way to get out of the hole. If he jammed himself in tighter he would die here. As simple as that. 
 
    He strained his ears for sound, but only heard a faint dripping noise. It didn’t sound like he was being guarded. He cautiously wiggled just his right arm, which was under him. He could move it. The arm wasn’t wedged—it was just numb from having been in the same position below him for so long. He pulled his arm up to his chest and wiggled the fingers, waiting for the inevitable sensation of seamstress needles stabbing into his fingertips as the blood began to flow again. 
 
    As soon as the arm began to tingle, he pumped it up and down above his chest a few times, and in a moment, it felt relatively normal. Then he started on the other arm. He wiggled his toes in their shoes and found they had not gone to sleep as his arms had. 
 
    His shins were wedged against the wall in front of him, and his back was crushed against the curve of the wall behind him. He dared not attempt to move his legs for fear he might slide deeper into the hole before his arms were ready to take the strain of his body’s weight. When his left arm was fully awake, he stretched out his arms and braced his upper chest. With a grunt of effort, he lifted, and the strain on his legs came off slightly. He slid one leg down just a bit and pressed his foot firmly against the wall, bracing again between back and leg—only this time, he was using his foot and not his shin. Then he moved the other leg, and soon it was free in the chimney of stone. 
 
    He slid his left foot up just higher than the right and took the strain with his arms again, shimmying his back up before again pressing outward with his feet. The curved stone wall was slick, wet, and cold. He found that his hands were not as good for pressing outward as his forearms were, so he used his arms and his back. As he moved higher, he found it easier to breathe, because his knees were no longer lodged into his chest. 
 
    After another shuffling upward motion, he heard approaching footsteps above him. The simple tack tack of leather dress shoes on stone. He stopped where he was and moved his arms to make it look like he was unintentionally wedged in. Hopefully he wouldn’t appear to be much higher than he had before. The thought briefly occurred to him to try to jam his shins against the wall instead of using his feet—that was how he had been positioned when he woke—but he could possibly get stuck, and he wasn’t sure in the dim light it would make much difference. 
 
    He looked up and through the dark crossed bars at the top of the oubliette. Dracula stepped to the edge and into view. 
 
    The man wore a new, clean suit, but it was as black as those Wagner had seen before. He held a large crystal goblet in his hand and sipped from it. Then he looked down the hole, and stared in Wagner’s eyes. 
 
    “You can struggle all you like; you won’t escape from there,” the Count said. He did not sound angry. He spoke as if he were bored. “I won’t feed on you, Wagner. I have something special for you.” 
 
    “Where is my wife, you bastard!” 
 
    “She is safe. I won’t be harming her. Just the opposite. I find her incredibly beautiful. After all, your…friend…killed one of my concubines. I’ll need a replacement, won’t I? But don’t fret. In exchange for becoming one of my wives, she will become like me…a being capable of living forever, with the minor inconvenience of needing to drink human blood. I thought I’d let her start with yours.” 
 
    Wagner stared in mute fury at the thought of Anneli being turned into a vampire and becoming the property of this thing that pretended to be a man. He said nothing. 
 
    “Yes, the need to drink blood is the worst part of my existence. But every once in a while, I get to sample a variety that is particularly delicious.” He whirled the dark liquid in his goblet and stared down at Wagner. “You were too clever, Wagner. If you had just come and done your stone work, things might have been alright. But Petran tells me your were sniffing in the cellar. He never trusted you. I whipped him within an inch of his life when he dropped the stone on you from the tower. He thought I would never find out. And then you brought that man to my home.” Dracula’s face turned to a sneer. Wagner suddenly understood that it was Dracula that had been behind the incident on the bridge where Fritz had fallen. 
 
    “He was a clout. So I took his woman. She did not last very long, did she?” Dracula swirled the liquid again. Wagner was certain from the way it sloshed up on the sides of the goblet, and took a long time to recede into the bottom of the glass, that the liquid was blood. “But your wife, your little Anneli…she is a singularly gorgeous creature. I was really going to let you all leave here with your lives, but when I saw her that first night in the courtyard…” 
 
    The bat. 
 
    Wagner had read in the folktales that it was believed that vampires could transform themselves into animals. Can this man really turn into a bat? But then the attack on the bridge, and Gretchen’s illness, made sense. Fritz was the one who had beaten the bat off in the courtyard that first night. A bat of that size could easily have been the culprit, and it could simply have flown off. Neither of them had been looking for an enemy in the dark overcast sky that day. 
 
    “…I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She is a wonder. Those sapphire eyes of hers… You really were a lucky man, Andreas.” Dracula was still going on about the first night. “If it were not for her beauty, I might have let you all go.” 
 
    “All except Gretchen,” Wagner pointed out. 
 
    “Well, yes. One gets peckish from time to time. Her blood was ripe, with just a hint of lavender. But this bouquet is better. This is your man, Fritz.” He took a huge gulp, allowing the blood to drip down the sides of his face from around the edges of the glass. When he pulled the glass from his mouth, the effect of the blood on his face made a garish clown’s smile, but his cruel mouth remained in a thin line. “Maybe you would like some?” 
 
    Dracula tipped the goblet over, and Fritz’s blood rained down on the spot where Wagner was braced. It coated the walls, and splashed on his face and chest. 
 
    “You son of a bitch! I will kill you!” 
 
    “Good luck with that, stonemason. I hate to waste a meal, but the blood will make the walls slippery, which should make climbing more difficult. Plus,” he paused and listened. Wagner heard small chirping noises. “it will also bring out some friends.” 
 
    Dracula turned and strode away from the hole. 
 
    Wagner heard the noises again. They were both above and below him, and they were getting louder. The noises were not chirps, but squeals. A lot of squeals. 
 
    There were rats in the bottom of the oubliette. He could hear them crawling up the rock walls toward his legs. A quick glance upward showed him a large rat crawling into the top of the oubliette through the bars. It was the size of cat, and its red eyes glowed dimly in the pale light. 
 
    From some distance away from the top of the hole, Wagner could just hear the Count’s voice. “Oh, and Herr Wagner? I’ll make it more entertaining as well. You don’t mind a little darkness, do you?” 
 
    Then the light was extinguished. The oubliette plunged into blackness. The rats below him in the pit shrieked louder, and he could hear the scrabbling claws begin to skitter up the walls faster. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Wagner began to shuffle upward again in the dark. He knew the rat above him would reach him before the ones below. He just didn’t know how many more might be lurking on the floor above the grate, and he had no way of knowing how many were coming up from below him. But from the sounds echoing off the narrow tube of stone, there were a lot. 
 
    He strained to hear the rat above him—the immediate threat—but all he heard were the frantic sounds below him, agitated and growing nearer. He focused on moving his body up the chute of rock. He told himself he would feel the rats crawling on his body before they started to gnaw on him. If he tried to keep one leg fairly loose at all times, he might be able to bat away the ones below him. Once he got to the grate, the problem would become how to open it. 
 
    Shuffling up and repeating the same movements, with the need to exert even more force, to prevent slipping on the already damp and now occasionally blood-slicked walls, Wagner found he could keep a lid on his mounting panic. Shuffle, expand, step up, repeat. Then something thumped in his lap hard, and he knew the rat above him had fallen—or jumped—off the grill. He pushed hard against his legs and swept at the rat with his arm. It slid across him, and he could hear it hit the wall in the dark. He felt it bounce off the wall and against the side of his leg, frantically scrabbling for a purchase, before it was gone. He could hear it shriek as it fell, and the shrill cries of the others advancing up the oubliette below him grew louder. 
 
    He braced his arms again, and resumed his shuffling upward, picking up the pace, now that he was no longer worried as much about attack from above. His arm slipped once on the slick wall, but the motion made him breathe in deeply, and his chest expanded, forcing his other limbs outward, arresting a potential fall. Another step, another shuffle. 
 
    On the next step up and shuffle, he hit his head on something and nearly lost his tension on the walls. The tube of the oubliette was slightly wider now. He realized he was at the top, and he pressed firmly with his foot, bracing his back, so he could reach above him for the metal grate. His hand hit it before he was expecting to. He grabbed the bar with one hand and used it to relieve some of the stress on his foot and back, but the oubliette was still so tight he could easily remain in the position for a while. It was the rats coming up from below, and the small amount of room he would have with his dangling leg to swing at them, that concerned him. He reached past the bars with his right hand and quickly felt around the edge of the wall for the locking mechanism on the grate. Then he berated himself for not even thinking to test it with his hands. He brought up and tightened the tension on his left leg—the leg he planned to use as a weapon when the biting started—and pushed against his back, bracing himself harder in the vertical tunnel. Then he shoved upward on the grate with both hands. 
 
    He was surprised that it moved. But it only moved an inch or two before it hit its stops. 
 
    He felt around again with his right hand and quickly found a hinge. He moved his hand to the opposite side of the grate and felt with his hand reaching through the bars. There you are. The gate was locked with a thick padlock. Wagner sighed. The lock was broad and it felt new—there was no tangible rust on it. He knew instantly that none of the keys in his pocket would fit the lock. 
 
    Still, he thought. He pulled his hand in through the bars and reached back to the hinges. They were metal, and were bolted down into the floor of the room above. But the stone was wet and damp, and as his fingers had brushed the stone the first time and come across a hinge, it had felt gritty. He found the hinge again in the dark, but something nudged his lower spine. Damn. 
 
    He could feel something trying to get up his back. A wave of revulsion swept over him, and he almost screamed. Then the anger surged back in. He released the tension on his legs, pulling on the grate with his left arm, moving his back away from the wall. The rat quickly scurried upward to fill the void between his back and the wall. 
 
    Wagner shoved hard with his feet, his back mashing the creature against the unforgiving stone. The beast’s bones ripped through its body with a squelch, stabbing into his back, and showering his ass with moisture. Dear God. He pulled up again with his arms and the corpse fell away. His panic rose again, and he could hear a keening wail. He realized it was coming from his own mouth, and he frantically reached for the gritty stone at the hinge. Yes! he thought. The mortar that had been used was a concrete. He knew that only a lime mortar would suffice for such a building. The concrete would not allow the water permeability necessary for old castles. The concrete trapped the vapor and the stone was crumbling from the moisture. He dug at it with his finger, and felt the soft mortar break and crumble like clay that had not completely hardened. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and retrieved the ring of keys just as he felt something brush his legs. He violently jerked his leg away from the wall, and began to thrash with it around in the confined space. Then he lowered it and swung it in the void below him. He felt his leg hit several soft spots on the walls, and the sound of falling shrieks and squeals of surprise and anger filled the tiny chamber. 
 
    He quickly pulled his leg up again and braced himself with his feet. Then he reached up with the key ring and used one of the keys to scrape and grind at the weak stone around the metal hinge. Every few scrapes he rubbed his finger on the groove in the dark. 
 
    It’s working. 
 
    Must move faster. Faster. He scraped again and again, pulling himself up to put more strength into the scraping. When enough of the stone around the hinge felt crumbled, he lowered and wedged himself tighter between the curved walls of the oubliette and shoved upward on the grate. He could feel the hinge come loose, and when he checked with his fingers, he felt the metal bolts. He braced again, and shoved hard on the grate. It moved far more than it had, but not enough for him to squeeze between the gate and the lip of the floor above him. It was probably only a few inches. 
 
    He felt another rat running up his shin and then another on his arm. He flailed wildly, feeling the creature on his arm bite him three times in quick succession before he was able to dislodge it. The one on his leg was pinned between his shin and the wall, and struggling madly to free itself. He stabbed at it with the key ring, and it bit and clawed at his hand as he struck. Then he flexed as hard as he could, and the creature ceased its movements. He pulled his leg back and the crushed rodent refused to fall away from his shin. For some reason, this last tenacious clinging in death was the thing that sent him into a mental panic. He didn’t want to have to touch the damned thing and peel it off his leg. He shook violently and rubbed his legs together hoping to dislodge the rat, but it was still wrapped around him. He began punching at it again and again, forgetting to brace himself against the walls in his fit. 
 
    One hand was still clinging with all his strength to the bar of the overhead grill, as his body slid down and away from his crouched brace. He swung his dangling legs madly, smashing into the slick walls of the oubliette, feeling rats bumping him and falling on him, and crawling on him. He shrieked in crazed panic, and threw his body around the cell, swinging from one arm. 
 
    After a moment, he stopped and swung to a stillness directly beneath the grate and away from the walls. He couldn’t feel anything moving on him, and the only rat squeals he could hear sounded far below him. Gone, he thought. They are all gone now. I’ve killed them all. 
 
    Slowly his control returned, and he reined in his scampering wits. His arm was tiring and his grip on the bar would soon be lost. Then so would he. He reached up with his right hand and grabbed the bar, taking the strain off his left. Then he pulled one leg up and planted the foot on the wall, pushing his back against the other as he had been doing all along. He raised the other leg and pressed it against the wall too. Finally wedged again, he released both hands from the bars, and rested them. He breathed slowly and smelled the dank wetness, the smell of the rats, and the metallic scent of the blood all around him—now most likely some of his own mixed with that of the rats and his murdered friend. 
 
    Far below him, the squeaks began to grow louder. 
 
    There were more rats. From the sound of it, many more. And they would be here soon. 
 
    He had lost the ring of keys in his struggling, but that wouldn’t matter. He no longer had time to scrape and pick. 
 
    Enough of this Godforsaken place. 
 
    Wagner grabbed the bars with both hands and slowly walked his feet up the wall, lowering his ass into the pit, and hoping nothing would take a great chomp out of it. When only his neck was against the wall behind him, and his feet were up by the bars, he pulled himself tighter and lowered his head down. Now he hung upside down in the tube of rock, his head the first and most obvious target for the rats. His hands gripped the bars and his feet were placed against them as if he meant to rocket off the grate directly down. But he had other plans. Carefully, so he wouldn’t fall, he moved one hand from the bars to the lip of stone at the top of the oubliette, then the other. He hung from the rock in his inverted position and brought his knees to his chest, moving his feet away from the bars. 
 
    Then he thrust out, crushing his feet against the bars. The grate jolted and shuddered, and he almost lost his grip. Once his balance was restored, he carefully pushed up on the grate with both feet, testing how far it moved. Further. Maybe six inches. One hinge completely free. Not enough. He pulled his legs in again, held his breath and thrust. The noise was tremendous, with the grate first crashing up to its limits and then slamming back down again on the stone. In the confined space, it was louder than it should have been. The rats were going insane and shrieking hysterically. Wagner tested the grate. Still not enough. 
 
    He pulled his legs back for another attempt, and a rat leapt onto his head. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Screaming his voice hoarse, and thrashing his head from side to side, Andreas Wagner developed a strength unheard of, as he repeatedly smashed his feet upward until the grate flew open into the dark room above. When it happened, it happened so suddenly, that with his thrust, his legs flew up and into the room, launching him partly out of the dungeon trap, so that he landed with his legs and pelvis on the stone floor of the room above the pit. His head was still in the tube of stone and when he tried to sit up, he smashed his forehead against the opposing wall. 
 
    The rat was no longer on his head, but every nerve in his body was screaming, and he felt coated in blood. He shimmied his way up onto the floor until he was sure he was away from the pit, then he stood in the complete darkness and put his hand out in front of him. He walked quickly in a straight line, and even with his hands extended, when he made contact with the wall—it couldn’t have been more than a few feet away—it was a surprise, and he stubbed his fingers. 
 
    The rats were still shrieking their terrible calls down in the hole. He placed his hands along the wall and moved sideways as fast as he could, until he reached a door. He moved his hand down and felt for a handle. It took some time, and his panic began to grow again. 
 
    Then he found it. The latch. 
 
    He opened the door, unsure of what he would find. The room or hallway on the other side of the door was just as dark. He reached out tentatively and his hand hit something that tinkled. He pulled the hand back, then gently reached out again. He ran his hand over the shape, recognizing it instantly. 
 
    It was a wine bottle. He ran his hand further and felt the wooden rack. He was in the wine cellar. He moved his hand along the edge of the doorframe on the other side. He was expecting to feel stone, but he felt more wooden racks instead… Of course, this is not the locked room, it is the side room from which Petran accosted me. 
 
    Somehow, he found it very easy to believe that Petran’s room was the place where such a hellish pit existed. He could still hear the rats whining in their hole. How long until they came out after him? 
 
    He stepped into the room and slid his hand to the right, stretching out in the dark. When he felt the rough surface of the stone wall, he followed it to the mysterious locked door. He knew where he was now, and how to get out. He turned around and began to walk in the dark, his hands outstretched, as he wound his way through the labyrinth of wine racks. Soon he turned to where the doorway for the stairs was in his mind’s eye. He was pleased to find it right where he imagined it to be. 
 
    Once in the stairwell, one hand on the wall, he began to run up the steps. 
 
    He tripped twice, but soon the squeaks and chittering of the rats was far behind him. He shivered. He had never been afraid of rats—or any other creatures, for that matter—but the thought of being down in that hole with the rats on him made him shudder. 
 
    The door at the top of the stairs was closed. Locked, in fact, but he was far past caring about small obstacles like locks. To bolster his confidence, he began planning ways to take his vengeance on Dracula and rescue Anneli. He hefted one booted foot and smashed the door near the lock. The wooden door burst into the kitchen so hard, it smacked against the frame at the far end of its swing. Still disconcerted from his ordeal, he was past caring whether Petran would hear him. 
 
    The kitchen was empty, but the diffuse light from the shaded windows high on the walls told him it was day still. He made his way into the room, checking the corner, and now, compulsively, the ceiling, too. He had no idea where the Count might have taken Anneli, or where the waitress might be. He hoped they were all sleeping somewhere. 
 
    He would start with Anneli’s room, and then move to his own, collecting some of the masonry tools he kept there to use as weapons, should he encounter the vampires again. 
 
    When he reached Anneli’s room, it was empty, but the window was open, and he heard the noise of horse hooves on the paving stones in the courtyard below. Anneli’s room looked out over the courtyard—it was just above the hole in the wall where he had almost met his end by Petran’s hand. He crossed to the window and remained out of view while peeking around the thick hanging curtain. 
 
    The coach was ready to go. Petran was loading a black coffin into the back of the long narrow carriage, in a compartment that looked to be under the main seating area. Where are they taking the dead? Wagner asked himself. With the coffin secured, Petran walked out of sight toward the castle and returned a moment later, dragging Anneli with him. And then it all clicked into place for Wagner: It was daylight—and vampires were active only in the night. Dracula was in the coffin, he was sure of it. He didn’t know where the tavern girl might be, but he knew if it was only Petran he had to contend with, he stood a chance. 
 
    He raced to the stairs and down to the main foyer. The front door stood open, but he moved quickly to a closet just inside the door, where he had been keeping several tools. The first he found was a shovel, which he grabbed. He raced to the door, preparing to smash Petran over the head. But the tall servant had already managed to get Anneli into the carriage and himself seated in the driver’s seat. As Wagner came rushing out the door, the carriage was already in motion. 
 
    He sprinted after it, but Petran, in his usual style, took the carriage from a dead stop to a full gallop. The coach raced out onto the bridge and was half way to the other side of it before Wagner could even make it across the courtyard. 
 
    “Damn!” he swore to himself. 
 
    He stood panting and looking at the carriage as it receded on the other side of the bridge and then swept into the dense forest. 
 
    I’ll find you, Anneli. If I have to travel to the end of the Earth, I will find you, and I will make that man pay. 
 
    Petran and the Count were gone, so the only possible threat remaining in the castle might be the waitress—and it was day, so he prayed he would be okay to run back inside and grab a few things that might aid him. He encountered no resistance inside, and he soon found himself back in the courtyard, wearing his small leather pack—the electric device and a few other small tools inside—and holding a pickax. He had a long way to go to get into the village, and Petran had taken the only horses. 
 
    Wagner set out across the natural bridge. He did not look back at the castle behind him, and planned to never set eyes on it again. He would track Petran and the carriage, find his wife, kill both Petran and the Count, and then he and Anneli would travel far from this accursed land, to Germany or beyond. 
 
    He had tried to run the whole way, but soon found himself winded. The walk felt interminably long. The last time on the road he had been in the full grip of enjoying the nature around him. This time, every dark conifer looked sinister, and the closeness of the trail, which Wagner could now see lent itself nicely to an ambush, was in no way comforting. On the positive side, he knew he could make it to town with many hours of daylight to spare, and the length of the walk gave him time to think about all he had seen. Many things changed in his mind, in light of recent events. The fire damage at the castle meant there had been battles before. The debris that had appeared to be an intentional obstacle, probably was. The strange, hindering architectural design of the castle, the wine racks in the cellar, and the bookcases in the library, most likely were meant to slow an intruder’s passage. Dracula probably did not entertain many guests at the castle, but when he did, Wagner could now see that they were not meant to leave it. 
 
    His anger swelling with every step, Wagner realized the reasons for the villagers’ hostility and xenophobia—particularly when he had told them at the tavern that he would be working for the Count. He eventually came to the edge of the small village prepared to demand the help of the townsmen. But first he would stop off to see Henning. The man was older, and the closest thing to a friend in the village he had. He might not receive physical assistance from the Bavarian, but he could at least count on honesty. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    As usual, the clustered buildings of the village were quiet, and no one was in sight. Wagner slipped cautiously to Brandt’s all-purpose store and opened the door. As soon as he did, he knew something was wrong. The place was filled with a stench unlike anything Wagner had known before. Like rotted cabbage, trash, and human waste. He moved cautiously into the gloom of the store, making his way past the twisting rows of racks cluttered with every imaginable good and a healthy dose of dust on each shelf. He crept across the floor in slow segments, looking around him and up—always up—as he went, expecting an ambush. The pickax was clutched tightly in his now sweating hands, and he had its metal head up and ready for battle. 
 
    There was nothing moving in the place, and as Wagner strained his ears for any sounds, all he could hear was his own quiet breathing. As he neared the stairs leading down to the basement and the books, the smell got stronger, and he began to suspect what he might find in the stacks. 
 
    He walked down the steps, and immediately spotted Brandt. 
 
    The rotund man was standing against the end cap of one of the bookshelves—his prized collection of books. He was not moving. He stood stiffly, and as Wagner got closer, he saw the man’s eyes were opened wide, and his mouth was open as well. Blood had dripped out of his mouth and down the side of his cheek. He had been dead for some time; the blood had dried on his face and crusted to a rust-colored stain. 
 
    What filled Wagner with rage was the large metal railroad spike that had been driven into the man’s forehead, where most of the blood had leaked out. The spike went through the Bavarian and into the wood of the bookcase. It was likely what was holding up the man’s corpse. 
 
    The method of killing this pleasant shopkeeper spoke of hatred, not just expediency. Also, his throat did not appear to be molested. The pool of blood on the floor was wide and tacky—Wagner had just stepped into it before he stopped in horror and fury at the spike. This man was not killed by the Count. 
 
    This was Petran. 
 
    Wagner could see it. The slight downward tilt of the spike. A taller man had done this. The bruising around Brandt’s throat indicated very long fingers. 
 
    Another thing for which the servant now had to answer. 
 
    Wagner turned and stormed up the stairs, walking through the stacks to something he had seen on his first visit to the shop. It was just where he remembered it. A black, Swiss service revolver, and next to it, a slightly crumpled looking box of ammunition. He threw the pickax to the floor and picked up the pistol, checking it over quickly. He knew how to shoot, but he had never held one of these Swiss pistols before. Still, he quickly figured out its mechanism, and said a silent thank you to the portly Bavarian for keeping the thing well oiled and in working condition. The shelves might be dusty, but everything on the shelves was well tended.  
 
    Wagner loaded the gun and turned to stomp out the door and across the road to the tavern. 
 
    This time, he noted the large silver cross over the door to the tavern, and understood its significance. They knew, he told himself. They were hoping God would protect them. He ran up to the door and rammed his foot out, his boot connecting with the tavern door’s handle. The door flew open and Wagner stalked into the room. 
 
    “God won’t protect you bastards from me.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “I hope that He will, indeed, protect me,” a man at the opposite side of the room said, “and if He does not, then it will be my time, and that is all.” 
 
    The old man with the long flowing white beard and hair sat in a chair facing the door, as if he were patiently waiting for something, or someone. The rest of the room was empty, with no sign of Miklos or any of his other customers. Now that Wagner looked carefully, he recalled the old man sitting in the corner on his first night in town. The man had appeared to be napping that night, but now his eyes twinkled with life and something else…curiosity? 
 
    “Where is Miklos?” Wagner asked the old man, keeping the revolver trained on him. 
 
    “They have gone. All of them. You have no enemies in this room, Herr Wagner.” The man leaned back in his chair, and Wagner could see that he wore a black robe of some sort, under the all the flowing white hair. 
 
    “Who are you? How do you know me?” Wagner checked the ceiling and around the room, then moved over to the front desk to look behind it, all the while keeping the gun trained on the old man. 
 
    “Very good, sir. You remembered to check the desk and the ceiling. They like ceilings don’t they? But you seem to know that now. I am going to stand up, if you will allow it. Please do not shoot me.” The man stood slowly, using one hand on the flat of the tabletop to support him as he groaned to an upright posture. “To answer your questions, I am the village priest, and I know you, sir, because every man, woman, and child in this town knows your name. You had the unfortunate role of alerting us all to the fact that the castle was once again occupied by a thing of evil.” 
 
    Wagner came back around the desk, keeping his eyes on the old man, but he lowered the pistol. 
 
    The priest, for his part, slowly took hold of his long white beard and raised it slowly, revealing a starched white collar at his throat, above the black tunic. Wagner noticed that a large silver cross rested on the man’s chest, hanging from the beefiest chain Wagner had ever seen. 
 
    “Have you been bitten?” the priest asked, as he lowered his beard. 
 
    “What?” Wagner was shocked. 
 
    “Have you been bitten?” The priest stepped forward with a pronounced limp, but the power in his voice and his bearing made it clear which of the two of them was in charge, despite the presence of a weapon between them. 
 
    “No,” Wagner said. “But another has.” He was thinking of Gretchen now. 
 
    “Your wife?” The priest asked, softer this time, and with some sympathy. 
 
    “No, a friend. She was bitten, and died. Then my friend Fritz was murdered. His head crushed,” Wagner took a breath to steady his nerves, then continued the tale. “Dracula put me in a hole, but I escaped.”  
 
    “A hole?” the old priest asked. 
 
    “An oubliette. There were rats,” Wagner told him. A wave of revulsion washed over the priest’s face. Wagner knew he did not need to elaborate with the man. 
 
    “Petran loaded Dracula and my wife into a carriage and they escaped before I could get her.” 
 
    The priest limped forward to inspect him. Wagner realized the reason for the man’s initial question—he was still covered with blood, some of it his. He also had small bite marks from the rats, and he suddenly became alarmed. 
 
    “I was bitten by the rats. Are they infected with something? Will I die from the same wasting and blood loss Gretchen did?” Wagner looked around himself as the priest quickly examined his injuries. 
 
    “You have much to learn, young Andreas, and we have very little time to prepare you. You say he kept your wife alive?” The old man moved toward the stairs leading up to the rooms, and Wagner followed him. 
 
    “The Count? Yes. He said he would make her one of his concubines to replace the one we killed.” 
 
    The priest whirled around, his long flowing hair and beard flying in the arc. A gleam of mischief and mirth danced in his eyes. “You say you killed a vampire? Good. Tell me, boy. How did you do it?” 
 
    Wagner described the incidents leading up to the battle in the corridor. He explained that the waitress had been turned into a vampire. The old man was not surprised. Wagner eventually lead up to how Fritz had shattered the other vampire woman’s head with the bed posts. The old man nodded approvingly, then turned and ascended the stairs. “You were very lucky, and your friend, although not lucky, must have been incredibly strong. I understand how upset you must be over his death, but you must recognize that Fritz saved your life with his actions. He aroused the anger of the Dracula creature, and if he had not, you might all be dead.” 
 
    “Wait, Father. Where are we going? I need to catch up with that coach. That bastard has my wife.” 
 
    “Have a care with your patience, Herr Wagner. He will not get far with your wife. To travel long distances, Dracula must rest in soil from his homeland. He must also have complete protection from the sun, which could kill him, if he were directly exposed to it.” 
 
    The priest continued his lecture as he ascended the stairs. “So Dracula has many small houses and waypoints, where he might rest safely and protected from the sun. Inns and rest stops if you will. Sometimes innocuous places, and other times hives of evil. I have spent the last few days traveling far and wide to the four points of the compass. I found his rests stops, and I destroyed them. As soon as he reaches the first, he will know what has happened, and he will return in haste back to the safety of his castle. So you see, we know exactly where he is going, and approximately when he will arrive. Your wife will be safe throughout the journey. Come.” 
 
    At the top of the stairs, the priest went into a room, and Wagner followed him, then stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    The room was full of crosses. Every wall was covered in crucifixes, from small necklaces to giant crosses the likes of which would normally be seen on an altar in a church. For that matter, one wall held what appeared to be an actual altar. The room held a small wardrobe, and a tiny bed, on which were arrayed twenty or more wooden sticks sharpened to a wicked point. It was a corner room and one window held an array of glass vials and bottles with clear liquid in them. The other window had several garlands of garlic hanging from nails above the frame. On a small table was a collection of needles, bandages, journals, quills, ink bottles, and a large wooden crossbow. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” the priest said. “I will prepare you, but I warn you. The journey is not to be taken lightly. It will take some time, and the preparations will be painful.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, the old man assured Wagner he still had a very good chance of getting his wife back, safe and unharmed. Although they had been working for hours, the priest said they still had much to do, and it would not be safe for Wagner to go into battle at night, when Dracula would be at his strongest. They would stay in the protection of the room until daylight on the following day. Wagner knew the man was right, but he struggled to suppress his fear for Anneli. 
 
    The priest had listened to the tale of Wagner’s life since accepting the position at the castle, and Wagner made sure to include every suspicion and thought he had throughout the telling. The old man, whose name was Abraham, claimed he had done battle with the vampire years ago, and he told Wagner countless things the folktales had left out. Throughout their discussions, the priest blessed the bottles of ink and the needles, the crosses and the holy water. He blessed the garlic and the wooden stakes, then covered Wagner with the holy water, and made countless blessings on him. 
 
    “A vampire is a creature of the night. It might look like a man, walk and talk, but never make any mistake: it is a creature you are dealing with. It has an insatiable thirst for human blood, and it will manipulate any situation it can to get a bellyful of the crimson liquid.  
 
    “The sunlight and fire are fatal to the creatures. Any other typical way of killing a human being will be useless—your friend was exceedingly lucky with his blunt trauma tactic. A thing like a gunshot wound could not kill a vampire, and indeed, it might not even slow them down, so your pistol would be useless.” The old man looked meaningfully at the pistol Wagner had kept clutched in his hand through the conversation. Now he felt silly for having it out for so long. He set it down next to him, on the bed where he sat. 
 
    “Your other major weapon is the wooden stake. Through the heart, and then once the beast appears finished, you remove the head.” Abraham paused to ensure that Wagner had absorbed the information. 
 
    The priest was nearly finished preparing his body with his tools. The man had not lied. It had been painful. But Wagner could see the art to it, and understood how all the information and preparation would help him in the coming battle. They had been in the room for hours, with Wagner learning all he could from Abraham on ways to kill a vampire, and how they thought and acted. Many of his own observations about the tactical nature of the castle had been confirmed. 
 
    Abraham had remained in the village after he had thought Dracula dead, all the while keeping an eye on things and hoping never to have to impart his knowledge to another before he died. He, too, it seemed, had suffered an incredible fright that had turned the last of his hair white, and Wagner could see from the animation in the man’s face as he spoke authoritatively on the subject of vampires, that Abraham was a far younger man than Wagner had initially thought. Surely no older than sixty, yet with the long flowing white hair, the man could have easily passed for an octogenarian. Unfortunately, the man had a limp, and he would only slow Wagner down. The priest didn’t offer to come with him, but it was understood he would have been a physical liability had he done so. 
 
    “I am sending you at dawn with this bandolier of pouches.” The old man showed the leather sling to Wagner. “It contains garlic, several small crosses, and these spheres of glass filled with holy water. You can use them like grenades. Remember to keep Dracula and his female vampire at a distance as much as possible. If they get in close, their strength and speed could be the end of you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Distance fighting, yes.” Wagner nodded. 
 
    “One other thing, Andreas. Your friend, Gretchen, was it? You understand that Dracula might have turned her?” 
 
    Wagner looked up at Abraham in surprise. 
 
    “She might rise as one of them. It is unpleasant, but it is a possibility. If you see her and she is anything other than a deteriorating corpse, you must assume she has been turned.” Abraham stopped what he was doing, packing small vials into the last pouch on the bandolier. “If she has turned, you must understand that she is no longer the friend you once knew. She is now an animal. A beast, no different from an African lion or a wolf in the forest. She exists now only to murder you and drink every last drop of your blood. You must forget what she looks like, and dispatch her, as I have shown you. She will be a thing only, no longer human. You will not be murdering her, only stopping abuse of her corpse by this fiendish condition of demonic animation. You will be doing her memory a favor.” The older man paused again, looking Wagner in the eye to ensure comprehension. 
 
    “Your most trusted allies will be these crucifixes and your faith in the almighty. You will be able to hold Dracula at bay with just the sight of the cross. I’m giving you several. Try not to lose them. Be quick, be violent, be sure. The water will burn them like the sunlight. Treat the crypt as I described earlier, and if you can find your wife and get out without battle, it might be the better part of valor. But I would prefer you put the beasts down for good. Should you catch them sleeping, do it fast and efficiently. 
 
    “Most of all, you will need to watch out for the manservant. He will most assuredly be awake and waiting for you. Think on your knowledge of the castle, imagine where he might lie in wait and where he might set traps for you. On him, you should use your revolver. He is still human, and will die like any other man. Find him first, and kill him, or you won’t stand a chance with Dracula or the woman. Petran will guard them with his life, like a dog. More than just fearing his master, he hungers for the immortality the vampires possess, and he will do whatever he needs to do to ensure that the Count will eventually reward him.” 
 
    “Will he?” Wagner asked curiously. He thought with the way Dracula treated Petran there was no way the Count would eventually elevate the man to the status of a vampire. 
 
    “No, because you will kill them all in the next eighteen hours,” Abraham spoke loudly, with force, as if reminding Wagner that his duty was somehow sacred. “But if not, would Dracula eventually turn Petran? No. Unlikely. He is a sad, deluded fool, and Dracula will use him and spit him out when the man is no longer of use. Then he would simply lure another feeble mind to do his bidding.” 
 
    As dawn approached, the old man fell silent, having said all he needed to say. He had instructed Wagner with all he would need. Wagner picked up the leather bandolier with the pouches, and began arming himself with crosses and wooden stakes, strapping them on to his legs with bandages. When he was ready, he faced the priest. They quietly appraised each other for just a moment, then Wagner turned to the door, ready to hike back up to the castle as soon as light pierced the sky. He descended the stairs to the main tavern, and the priest followed him. 
 
    “Take the horse in the inn’s stable. She will let you ride her like lightning. Be swift. Every moment wasted is a moment closer to sunset and death.” The priest held his hand out to shake Wagner’s hand. Wagner took the firm grasp. The old man did not let go. He looked solemn and sad. 
 
    “Andreas…if for some reason you are too late…if he has turned your wife, you must treat her as the others.” 
 
    Wagner’s head jerked up and he stared into the old man’s eyes. 
 
    “Andreas, you must! With no remorse. Remember, if he has turned her into a vampire, then she is dead, and the thing inside her body is defiling it. Treat it with the same hatred you would have for a man you found urinating on your mother’s grave. The vampire is a defiler of life, nothing more.” 
 
    Wagner pulled his hand away, and frowned. “If he has turned her, I will kill her. And him. And I’ll burn this entire country to the ground.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The sun was obscured behind a thick vein of muting cloud cover. Wagner found the brown mare in the barn behind the inn. She was amiable enough. After she munched an apple Wagner gave her, he saddled her and swept up into the smooth leather. He didn’t know the horse’s name, but he whispered to her of his need to reach the castle swiftly. The horse appeared to understand and quickly sped to a gallop. They rode through the fields and woods in silence, Wagner gently stroking the creature’s neck with one hand, hardly needing to use the reins at all. The animal knew the way. 
 
    He left the horse in the forest on the other side of the natural bridge, certain if he brought her to the door of the castle, he would find her dead when he eventually emerged from the inside. He approached the castle’s courtyard with caution, scanning the upper reaches of the structure for signs that Petran might again attempt to crush him with falling rock. He saw no movement, and nothing to indicate that the castle might be occupied at all. He could move around to the stables to see if the carriage was back, but he did not want to waste the time. 
 
    He had stopped on the way out of the village for one more item he had spotted in Brandt’s store, which his subconscious had registered—a lock-picking set. The stench in the small shop had grown, and Wagner felt a pang of guilt that he could not spare the time to take his friend’s corpse off the spike and give him a proper burial. A task for after. Despite the smell, the stop at the shop was well worth it. Wagner did not know what kind of obstructions and defenses Dracula and Petran might have left to guard against his incursion, but he knew the simplest would be just to lock the front door. 
 
    He approached the building, still wary of danger from all sides, and reached for the front door’s brass handle. The door opened without hindrance, and swung smoothly with no sound. No, of course, the fight will be inside, where they have the advantage. He moved into the foyer, with the pistol at the ready. The crossbow was strung across his back, and he could get to it quickly. The string was taut, but the bolts were in a pouch on his hip. He didn’t want to accidentally shoot himself in the head. Either weapon would do for Petran. The stakes were for Dracula and the woman. 
 
    And possibly for Gretchen. 
 
    He crept across the foyer, his eyes darting to the ceiling, the doorways, and the balcony up above. 
 
    No movement. 
 
    He didn’t know where Petran would be waiting for him, but he knew the surest way to get the man’s attention would be to head down to the cellar—to Petran’s room with the oubliette and the locked room he assumed to be the Count’s resting place. The priest had told him that Dracula would likely rest in a coffin or a stone sarcophagus in the most protected part of the castle. From that information, it was easy enough for Wagner to deduce where the Count liked to sleep. 
 
    He walked down the corridor to the kitchen, intending to go directly to the stone spiral stair. As he entered the room, gun first, something flew across the room, hitting his hand and knocking the gun from his grasp. The gun launched across the room, and skittered under a heavy stove. His hand stung and vibrated from the impact, and the object that had hit him clattered to the floor at his feet—a heavy fry pan. 
 
    He quickly stepped back into the cover of the hall and unslung the crossbow from his back. Petran rounded the corner at a run, swinging a large ax at him, the man’s ruined eye now covered with a black leather eye-patch. Wagner managed to get the unloaded crossbow up just in time to deflect the blow. Even still, the force of the strike sent him staggering back several steps into the corridor. He had to remember that Petran was far stronger and much taller than him. His swings with a weapon like an ax could be devastating. Still wearing his dark blood-covered suit from their last battle, the servant grunted and took a step forward, preparing to swing the ax laterally. 
 
    Wagner rushed inside the swinging arc of the handle of the ax, and shoved the tip of the strung crossbow up under Petran’s chin, pushing the man’s head up and forcing him back a step. Wagner decided to take a gamble. If Petran was motivated by seeking eternal life, then maybe the thought of losing his life now would cause him to hesitate. 
 
    “Stop now, Petran, or I shoot!” Wagner shouted, and he hoped that the servant had not had time to notice the lack of a bolt in the weapon. 
 
    Petran’s eyes were crazy and glazed. For a second, Wagner thought the man would continue to fight. But he stopped, dropped the ax to the floor, and tried to step backward. Wagner stepped forward, keeping the crossbow vertical under Petran’s chin, where he’d be less likely to see it wasn’t loaded. 
 
    They crossed into the kitchen, the tall gangly Petran backpedaling, and Wagner advancing to keep pace. Petran’s face was filled with a malevolent hate, his mouth dripping saliva from the corners and his lone eye squinted, over sneering cheeks and lips. He began to move his hand upward and Wagner jabbed him hard again in the throat with the wooden top of the crossbow. 
 
    “Where is he? Down in the cellar, yes?” Wagner could see the recognition of the truth in the man’s face, even had he shook his head no. “And where is my wife?” 
 
    Petran did not answer that one. Instead he quickly reached up and shoved his hand inside the string of the crossbow, attempting to hold the string back. Wagner rammed upward on the stock of the device, smashing it hard into Petran’s jaw. The man stumbled backward, but did not release his hold on the weapon and it flew from Wagner’s grip. 
 
    The crossbow fell to the floor, as Petran stumbled backward after hitting his leg into a table. “Not even loaded…” Petran’s fury made the words come out in a spitting slurry. He bent down and grabbed the table and lifted it. 
 
    Wagner turned and launched himself back to the entrance of the corridor, just as Petran heaved the table across the kitchen. Wagner darted into the hallway and dove toward the floor. The table smashed into the corner, just as he passed it, but it still crushed his booted foot against the wall. A rocket of pain launched up his leg, even as he fell to the floor. 
 
    His foot hurt, but he tried to ignore it and focused on his hands. They would save his life in the next few seconds. His foot could be dealt with later. He stretched out and grabbed the handle of the ax Petran had dropped. The table had broken when it hit the wall, and pieces of it were scattered around the mouth of the hallway. Wagner struggled to his feet, leaning on a broken portion of the table and one of its legs as he did so. Then he pulled the ax back and swung it at the doorframe, even before Petran came into sight. 
 
    Halfway through the arc of the ax, Petran appeared with a large cooking knife in hand. The swing was good, and the ax took the man’s arm off at the upper arm. It fell to the ground with the knife. Petran kept coming, as yet not even realizing he lost the arm. Wagner was surprised to see very little blood from the initial slice. It was as if the blood hadn’t yet realized it was free to spurt out. Petran rammed into him, sending them both careening down the hallway in a tumble of bodies, limbs, and blood. 
 
    Wagner sat up from the floor, but Petran crashed his forehead into Wagner’s face, smashing him back against the floor. His vision went blurry for a second, and then Petran’s remaining long fingers were around his throat, lifting him, and sliding his back horizontally along the wall, as the man’s severed arm sprayed blood behind him. 
 
    From where they struggled at the end of the corridor, Petran shoved with his remaining hand, and Wagner’s limp body flew out into the foyer to tumble in a heap on the edge of the checkered marble floor. He groaned and tried to stand. He found he couldn’t. 
 
    Petran stalked toward him, howling in pain as blood gushed out of his stump. Wagner looked down at himself. He was wet all over his chest, but there was very little blood. Ah, the holy water. He reached down to his leg, and pulled one of the wooden stakes from the sheath on his thigh. He was lucky none of the sharpened sticks had punctured his own leg in the skirmish. 
 
    Petran was on him again, the man’s long, gangly fingers fully wrapped around Wagner’s throat and drawing him up into the air again. Wagner swung the stake overhand, plunging it into Petran’s sole remaining eye. The man howled and dropped Wagner, then dropped to his knees, the foreign object lodged firmly in his eye socket. Wagner wasted no time scrambling to his feet, then kicked out as hard as he could with a booted foot. He drove the wooden stake deeper into Petran’s head, and through his brain. The shrieking ended immediately, and the tall man fell over backwards to the floor. 
 
    Wagner slumped back onto the carpet. He was exhausted from the fight, even though it had been brief. If only he could rest, just a bit before he needed to go on, he thought he might be alright. 
 
    But he heard a strange whistling noise, low and long, like an old dark melody or a dirge. When he looked up to the corridor leading to the kitchen, he saw the waitress vampire. She still wore her tattered gauzy gown, and he could see her full bosom under the sheer fabric. It was open nearly to the waist in front, and her dark ringlets of hair draped down her shoulders. She was terrible and beautiful in equal measures. 
 
    She was whistling slowly as she walked into the foyer, unconcerned at the sight of the blood around the room, or the dead servant in front of Wagner. Her eyes narrowed, as she glanced from the body to Wagner and back again to the body, as if she could not decide which she wanted to suck dry more. 
 
    “It’s time to die now, dearie.” She said, her voice a high croaking sound, nothing like it was when she had been alive and serving him his food at the inn. She rushed at Wagner. 
 
    He reached for his chest pouches, feeling one of the few remaining pouches that still contained bulging objects. He pulled out the head of garlic, and threw it at her across the room. She flinched, but the garlic went wide and rolled away across the floor. She was on him in a second, her long nails digging into the sides of his throat as she hoisted him to his feet with supernatural ease. Her mouth opened wider than a mouth should, showing her long fangs, as they made their descent toward his neck. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Dangling from his throat, the air cut off from his lungs, Wagner’s fingers scrambled at the pouches hoping to find one last head of garlic. He found a round bulge in one of the remaining leather pockets. The outside of the bandolier was wet from the shattered vials of holy water, but he was able to work two fingers inside the flap. The she-creature was descending on his throat to suck the life from him, and spots of brilliant purple and deepest black were forming around the sides of his vision. 
 
    The garlic felt unusually slick in his hand. Then he realized it wasn’t the skin of a garlic bulb his fingers were touching, but smooth glass. One of the bulbs of blown glass remained. He tightened his fingers around the thing and yanked it from the pouch, raising his hand up, and stuffing the liquid-filled globe into the vampiress’s open maw. 
 
    Her instinct—the instinct of all vampires—was to bite down. 
 
    Her fangs pierced the glass, and it exploded in her mouth and throat. Instantly, Wagner felt the tension on his neck lessen and then disappear. A great welling cloud of steam like the smoke of acid burning its way through metal boiled out of her mouth and lifted toward the room’s vast ceiling. The creature threw its head back and the clouds of steam now shooting from her throat filled the room. This close to her, Wagner could see the great angry red boils and pustules forming on the vampire’s neck and face as the holy water did its work. Blood began to leak from her eyes and her ears, and then her eyes shriveled to black nuts and fell away inside her head. As her body collapsed to the floor, the space around Wagner was filled with a deep burning stench, like rich dung in a campfire. Wagner watched as her facial skin shifted and began to slide off her face. 
 
    When she hit the hard, unforgiving floor, her skull was nearly clean of hair and bone. 
 
    Gooseflesh broke out on Wagner’s skin as he watched the woman’s body continue to move and gyrate on the floor. Quickly he withdrew one of the few stakes he still had on him and plunged the thing into her heart. The blood that welled up from the sides of the puncture looked black and thick to the point of being jelly. Finally, she stopped moving, and Wagner sank back on his heels and sighed in relief. 
 
    He sat on the floor for just a minute, his eyes constantly roving between the dead vampire, the dead servant, and the doors. 
 
    Before he knew it, he was looking at the ceiling, and the smoke swirling around it. The white mist was calming and he took a few deep breaths to steady his nerves further, before he would sit up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he opened his eyes and lifted his head from the floor, the room was dim. Not dark, but dimmer than it had been in the early morning. He sat and looked at his watch. It was late in the afternoon. Not sunset, but close to it. He had fallen asleep. He groaned. 
 
    Then he stood and shambled down the corridor to the lost ax. He was limping slightly, but he realized his foot was not broken from the impact with the table. When he returned to the foyer, he took two swipes with the ax to sever the freakish skull with the long fangs from the vampiress’s unmoving mass. Only then did he retrieve his stake from her. For good measure, he removed Petran’s head with the ax as well. The servant’s long neck was easier to hit, and Wagner took the head off in one clean swipe with the ax. He then retrieved the wooden stake from Petran’s skull. He had to put his foot on the skull to hold it steady, and pull with most of his strength to free the deadly implement. It came loose with a sluicing sound that made his stomach flip. 
 
    He sheathed the stakes on his leg, and then quickly walked around the room, collecting the weapons he had lost in the battles with Petran and the female vampire. The rest of the holy water was gone—the unused ampules having shattered inside their nesting leather pouches on the bandolier. He still had a few heads of garlic, though for the life of him he couldn’t understand why he wasn’t able to lay hand on them when he had needed them. He shifted them to the central pouches where they would be easier to reach, and delicately removed the shards of broken glass so he would not slice his fingers apart when reaching for the garlic. He still had a small metal flask, which had fit in a hip pocket—the last of his holy water, and reserved not for battle, but for another purpose. He collected the unused stakes that had fallen from their sheaths, and the bolts for the crossbow. 
 
    When he got to retrieving the crossbow in the kitchen, he saw that it was beyond salvage. The string was snapped, and the wooden cross lath was shattered. He briefly considered trying to splinter the device further, to use as a makeshift stake, but decided he had enough stakes with the four he had. He had somehow lost the large cross; he quickly skimmed his surroundings, to no avail. He then broke a small piece of the table to hold horizontally in his hand with a stake crossing it vertically, forming a makeshift cross. He still had the small necklace cross from one of the pouches on his bandolier, and he donned that around his neck. 
 
    Finally, he took the ax. There would be more beheadings in his immediate future. 
 
    Limping, he took a candelabrum and lit all five sticks with matches from a nearby shelf, then made for the door in the kitchen that led down the spiral steps to the wine cellar… 
 
    …and to Dracula. 
 
    He didn’t expect any resistance on the stairs, but he still took them cautiously, now ascribing a far more calculating and venomous nature to Petran than the man might have been capable of. He looked for traps and thought about the rooms off the stairs before the cellar, and what might await him in them. But he encountered no troubles, and saw no signs of Dracula or any other vampires. 
 
    By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, the soreness in his ankle had subsided a bit. He maneuvered through the wine racks to the locked door and set the candelabrum down on the floor. He pulled out the lock picks. One of the tools was bent in the scuffle upstairs, and he spent precious minutes straightening it against the stone wall with his hand. Then he went to work on the lock on the door, and found it surprisingly easy to open. He put the tools away and quickly checked the side door behind the wine rack to the oubliette room, relieved to find that it was still closed. He stepped back to the door he had just unlocked, and slowly opened it with one hand, the ax held aloft in his other. 
 
    The door swung open and the ocher light from the candles invaded the darkness, showing Wagner a raised stone sarcophagus in the center of the space, its head toward the door. The lid was pushed slightly off the side, as if someone had been peeking into the box. Or out of it. 
 
    He retrieved the candelabrum, and checked the ceiling and around the room. In the far corner was another small door, only a few feet high—surely used for storage more than for people. When he took a second to think about what kind of storage, his stomach roiled. Probably another vampire sleeps in there, he thought. He set the ax down against the wall, then pulled out his stake-cross. He peered into the open stone coffin, and found that it was empty. He quickly looked around the room again, and reassured himself that he was still alone. The priest had prepared him for this eventuality, and he knew what he needed to do. Even though every bone in his body bade him to hunt through every room of the castle for his wife, he needed to finish in this dark crypt first. He set the candle tree down on the foot of the stone coffin lid, and cross-stake in one hand, he went over to the small door, and flung it open. 
 
    He was ready to stab with the wooden stake. Ready to plunge the tip into a vampire’s heart or to be greeted with a disgusting pile of human organs and vats of blood. He was not expecting what he found. The small crawlspace was filled with glinting golden coins that washed out into the chamber like a cascade. He tentatively picked one up and examined it in the light. This was where the Count’s great source of wealth was—how he was able to afford expert stonemasons and all the books. But the gold did not interest Wagner at the moment, at all. He had work to do. 
 
    He stood and walked back around the raised coffin and peered into its empty depths where the lid had been slid aside. The cross-stake held tightly in one hand, he withdrew the remaining heads of garlic with the other. He tossed one of them into the coffin, so it would roll to the bottom, as Father Abraham had instructed him. He took the second and crushed it in his hand as best he could, rolling it apart and dropping bits into the head of the coffin. Then he withdrew the flask. He glanced around him at the door to the room, then turned back to the sarcophagus. Wagner prepared to defile Dracula’s crypt with the holy water, as something just as dangerous slinked up behind him. 
 
    He was just about to dump the liquid from the flask into Dracula’s resting place, when he heard the soft whisper of fabric on skin behind him. He whirled, stake at the ready, but was unprepared for what he found. 
 
    Gretchen looked lovelier in death than she had ever looked in life. Wagner almost didn’t recognize her. Her hair was straighter, and her breasts, while still attractive, no longer looked like overripe melons stuffed into her brassiere. She wore a simple gown, cut low in the front, and she walked toward him slowly, gyrating her hips as she moved. She swayed like a snake, and he found the movements mesmerizing. She was looking at him with what seemed to be both need and uncertainty in her eyes. For a second, he allowed himself to believe they had all been wrong—Gretchen had awoken from her illness, and now she was confused and needed his help. Her eyes were dark in the feeble light, and she approached him as if she knew him. 
 
    “Andreas?” she asked, like a lost, scared child. “Where is everyone? What is happening?” 
 
    He was speechless, and his mouth hung limply. He watched her face now, looking for something—a sign—that he should move, that he should react. But all he felt was tired. He wanted to tell her everything would be alright. She stepped up to him and put her arms around him, clearly needing comfort. He put his arms around her back, and prepared to tell her everything would be fine. 
 
    But he noticed his hands were empty. No holy water flask, no stake or makeshift cross. He didn’t know when or how he had dropped the items. But the priest’s words came haunting into his memory: She will be a thing only, no longer human. His left arm tight around her lower back, his right hand slipped lower and grazed his thigh, just as he heard the strange creaking in her jaw, as she opened her mouth wide and tilted her head up to him. 
 
    “Not a drop,” he told her, as he thrust a stake into her back, piercing her heart, and jabbing the sharpened tip out through her rib cage to press against his own chest. Her mouth froze in its wide open position, droplets of saliva glistening on the tips of her long fangs. Not human, he told himself. I’m doing her corpse a favor. He let the grotesque thing that used to be his wife’s friend—his friend—fall to the stone floor, and berated himself for feeling attraction to her, for being unfaithful in his thoughts to his wife, and for wavering, for even a second, in his duty to kill the thing. 
 
    Then he felt his anger rising again. He did this. Dracula. 
 
    He bent down to scoop up the flask, and swiftly emptied the contents, some of which had spilled to the floor, directly into the open coffin. A haze of smoke filled the space. Wagner kicked hard at the lid with his foot. The stone cover scraped off to the side and hit the floor with a rumbling boom. The mist-like smoke from the holy water he had poured into the sarcophagus refused to leave the stone container, floating around in it like it was at home. Good, he thought. 
 
    He grabbed his ax and went to work on the Gretchen-thing’s head. Once it was free, he collected his stakes, and filling with an intense burning hatred, he made a solemn vow. 
 
    “You will be avenged, Gretchen. Dracula is next, and he will never create another.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Wagner stormed up the spiral stairs, ideas formulating in his head with each step. Ways to stop Dracula, and ways to make him pay if he had hurt Anneli—or God forbid, if he had already turned her. Armed now only with the ax, his stakes back in their sheathes, the candelabrum, and one final head of garlic, he continued up the steps, and out into the kitchen. He had no fear that Dracula would somehow get behind him now and seek refuge in the cellar. Following the priest’s instructions, he had made the sarcophagus uninhabitable to a vampire. He expected the Count would prefer to fight instead of hide anyway. 
 
    When mocking laughter rang out and echoed around the hallways and rooms of the giant castle, Wagner knew his instinct about the creature was correct. He didn’t know how to find Dracula, but an idea that was born of vengeance on the stairs now became a stratagem of battle tactic. He knew how to draw the wily vampire out of hiding. Wagner quickly searched the kitchen, finding rags, bottles, and cooking fuel oil, each of which stuffed into or through his bandolier. 
 
    He mounted the main staircase, whistling loudly. As he got closer to his intended target, he began talking, trusting that if Dracula could not yet hear him, then the Count would at least make an appearance quite soon. 
 
    “No more games, Dracula. I know how to get you to come out of the shadows.” 
 
    As he spoke, Wagner stepped into the darkness of the library. Setting the ax and the candelabrum down, he took one of the bottles with the oil in it, and stuffed a small strip of fabric into the neck of the bottle. He lit the end of the strip of fabric with a match, which illuminated the space around him. Then, nearly anathema to his being, he hurled the makeshift bomb at the far wall of books. When the glass exploded, the fuel oil and its vapors and droplets in the air caught fire with a loud thump. Then the flames leapt at the wall, clawing and scratching their way up toward the high ceiling, like rabid animals. The old and brittle spines of the books and the glue and string that bound them, caught alight and spread. The room was thrust into near daylight, and the blaze showed no signs of stopping. 
 
    “I am going to remove the shadows. I will set the whole damned building on fire, Count. You won’t escape me, I—” 
 
    Wagner was cut off as something slammed into him from the side, sending the next bottle of oil with its freshly lit fuse tumbling from his hands. It shattered on the floor, spraying its liquid across the room, and flames lurched out of the puddle as if it were a hole through the floor of the library directly into Hell itself. 
 
    The Count had burst into the room, throwing Wagner aside. He looked frantic, like a man hoping beyond all reason to save his beloved library—just as Wagner might have been if the library had been his. It hurt his heart to set the room on fire, but his plans were to destroy the castle, after he had killed Dracula—a small price to pay for the deaths of friends. He staggered to his feet, while the Count recoiled from gouts of flame that jumped across the room. The Count was desperately looking around for something with which he could douse the blaze, his long black cape fluttering behind him. Had the fire been smaller, Wagner thought the cape might have done the job, but the flames were crawling to the ceiling of the vast library now, and soon the entire castle—or the parts of it that would burn—would be alight. 
 
    Wagner picked up his ax, and held his stake vertically, with the small cross-bar piece of wood he had picked up. He stepped up behind the Count. The man’s dark suit and cape were covered already in the falling gray ash, as case after case of books and rare manuscripts went up in a rush of flames. 
 
    “Noooo! What have you done, you mad German?” Dracula whirled on Wagner and leapt for him. 
 
    Wagner raised the makeshift cross and shouted at the creature. 
 
    “Back!” 
 
    Dracula recoiled across the room, deathly afraid of the holy symbol. He turned and fled into a corner, to a door Wagner had not seen on his earlier visits to the library. Wagner pursued the Count. He stepped through the door and into a small drawing room, with a curtained entryway into yet another sitting room with plush furniture. The thought flitted through Wagner’s head that all the rich fabrics and tapestries in the room would catch fire as easily as the books in the library. 
 
    The Count was somehow gone. Wagner checked the ceiling, then was about to look behind the curtains bisecting the double lounge when he heard the noise behind him. Dracula was on the wall above the door he’d just come through, but he had no time to turn before the creature had leapt and landed on his shoulders, crushing him down to the floor. The ax flew from his hand and slid across the rich carpet, well out of his grasp. 
 
    But then the Count was up and running for the door at the far end of the room. Wagner stumbled to his feet and saw just the tip of the Count’s cape disappearing through the door. He ran across the room to catch up with the creature. If he let Dracula escape, there were countless places in the castle he could hide. The wooden inner structures of the building might collapse before Wagner could find Anneli. He had to keep up. 
 
    As Wagner came through the door, something was flying for him. He ducked back into the doorway in time to avoid a hurtling vase, which shattered against the door frame. When he looked around the frame again, Dracula was far down the hallway. Wagner raced after him. 
 
    “There’s no escape Count,” Wagner called after him. “All your resting places around the countryside have been destroyed. You’re trapped here in your own burning castle!” 
 
    “Impossible!” the creature called out from the shadows. With the candelabrum left behind and the glow from the flames in the library receding, Wagner was finding it harder to see. 
 
    “I will find a way, Wagner. I have for centuries now,” Dracula called, his voice echoing oddly in the twisting corridors of black. Sometimes near and sometimes far. Wagner could not determine the Count’s direction. “You think you are special?” The voice was far away. “That you, and you alone, can stop me?” Now the voice was so close, Wagner whirled in the dark, thinking the vampire was right behind him. But he was alone. 
 
    He pulled his small leather pack off of his back and withdrew an object from it, holding the item at the ready. He felt the attack was coming. 
 
    “With your pitiful wooden stakes and crosses. You have nothing that can defeat me. I am invincible…I am the night…I am—” 
 
    Dracula was right behind him. Wagner whirled and activated the flashlight. The vampire recoiled in horror as if the tungsten light was a beam from the sun itself. He retreated from Wagner and smashed into the hallway’s wall just feet away. 
 
    “…bruised?” Wagner asked with a malicious grin. He hurled the last head of garlic at the creature, and it bounced off of the vampire’s forehead, leaving a hissing, smoking scorch mark as it ricocheted, “…a salad?” Wagner withdrew his final stake from its holster and rushed at the creature, “…impaled?” 
 
    Dracula darted to the side, and in a second he was lost in the shadows. Wagner checked his strike with the wooden stake, not wanting to ruin its tip by stabbing it into the stone wall. He turned the beam of the flashlight off for a few seconds, and then on again and left it on, knowing it would burn out soon, but he needed its light. He could only just see the creature at the far end of the hall, making for the stairs to the tower. Dracula stopped and faced Wagner’s light. 
 
    “Your woman will pay for your insolence!” The Count turned and fled up the stairs. Wagner could see pieces of the chute that he and Fritz had built heaped in a pile at the bottom of the steps. He wouldn’t be able to use that as a quick escape if his battle with the Count went poorly. The vampire had thought of everything. 
 
    Wagner’s flashlight burned out with a sharp. popping sound, and the corridor was plunged into darkness. He fumbled at this throat to pull away his neck scarf, revealing the silver cross—the last one he had. He had lost the stick he had used with his stake to make a large cross. He had no more garlic, no holy water, and the ax was gone as well. He had only one stake and the small neck cross. He gently placed the flashlight on the floor in the dark. He held the wooden stake firmly in his right hand and held his left out to feel for the wall. Once he found it, he headed to the stairwell quickly. He knew the layout of the tower well enough. He could feel his way up it in the dark with no problems. The only question would be where Dracula would be waiting for him. 
 
    Then he realized. Dracula wasn’t waiting for him. He would kill Anneli, and then he would head for the top of the tower. The castle below them was on fire. Soon the blaze would consume the whole structure. But Dracula had an escape path. 
 
    He can transform into a bat, he recalled. 
 
    Dracula would simply fly away, leaving him with a dead wife and a castle burning down under him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    When Andreas Wagner rushed out of the stairwell to the top of the tower, and into the open night, he knew what he would find. The moon was up and filling the sky, seeming far closer to Earth than it could possibly be. The sky was clear and the night’s fabric was punctuated with billions of brilliant stars and the hazy billow of the Milky Way. 
 
    Against the parapet wall, Dracula stood, his back to the horrendous drop down the side of the castle, and further still down the cliffside to the river far, far below in the dark. It might as well have been the drop into Hell. Anneli, her arms pinned behind her back, was held in front of him like a shield. One of his arms was across her waist, and the hand of the other was violently shoving her head to the side, exposing her pale white neck to the starshine, where it glowed like the target it was. The fiend’s open jaws—his exposed fangs, clearly three times the length of the rest of his teeth—were poised to strike. 
 
    The dawn was much too far away for Wagner’s taste. He stepped fully onto the roof of the castle’s rear tower, with only the crenellated wall for protection from the drop on two sides to the river, and the drop to the castle roof on the others. He held the stake in his hand, but just behind his leg. He wasn’t hiding it so much as hoping Dracula’s attention could be placed on other things. Wagner noted that the scar from the garlic was still visible on the creature’s forehead, looking angry and welting in the bright moonlight. 
 
    “How is it that you can stand the moonlight, when it is just the sun’s rays reflected off the surface of the moon and back at us again?” Wagner asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    Dracula’s hand moved to and tightened on Anneli’s throat and Wagner stopped moving. Her eyes were telegraphing a dozen messages to him—she was sorry for getting captured, she loved him, she hated Dracula, and most importantly, she was ready for whatever he had planned. 
 
    He wished he had something planned. 
 
    He looked in her eyes and tried to project reassurance. 
 
    “I’d like to know how it is that you are not yet dead, Wagner. You are showing great resourcefulness, but it will avail you naught.” 
 
    Dracula stepped from behind Anneli, still holding her by the throat, but at arm’s length now, to his side. “I have the advantage, stonemason. I have your woman. You are on my land. I have all the power.” 
 
    “Yes, you told me you were invincible,” Wagner said. “But I think you’ve got that confused. I am the one who is invincible. You are the one who will die.” 
 
    Wagner could see the anger rush into the Count’s face, as he shoved Anneli to the side, where she fell against the parapet wall, and onto the floor. The Count brazenly stepped forward. “You have no more garlic, or I would smell it. No crosses, no weapons.” 
 
    Wagner turned his body slightly, the concealed stake moving further from Dracula’s view. With his free hand he reached for the small silver cross on the chain around his neck. 
 
    “I have this,” he said. 
 
    Dracula hissed and swiped his hand in the air. A force like a strong wind ripped the cross and the necklace from Wagner, and it flew out over the wall to fall to the castle roof far below. 
 
    “Such a tiny thing. That hated symbol. So easy to drop. Is that all you have? That and your bravado?” Dracula swept toward him, the cape flowing out behind him in a billowing arc. 
 
    Wagner lifted the stake and made to plunge it into the Count’s chest. But the fiend moved with inhuman speed, and his hand was wrapped around Wagner’s wrist too soon. He twisted hard, and with titanic strength, the vampire forced him to drop the wooden stake. It rolled across the floor behind the creature. 
 
    “Invincible,” the vampire scoffed. “You are nothing. You have nothing.” 
 
    Dracula smashed into Wagner, forcing his back against the low parapet wall. The drop below him was to the roof of the castle, but it was still a very long way down to the moon-illuminated roofline. The Count had both of his hands wrapped around Wagner’s throat. Instead of feeding on him, Wagner suspected Dracula meant to simply throttle him. 
 
    “I have two things,” Wagner told him defiantly, with a croaking voice. 
 
    He brought his hands up to the front of his shirt and took hold of both sides of it, one on either side of the placket with the buttons. Grasping the fabric with the last of his strength, he tugged, ripping the fabric of the shirt asunder. 
 
    Dracula stepped back from the noise, then gasped in horror. The moonlight fell directly on Wagner’s chest. The priest had spent their long hours in the room together tattooing a large cross on Wagner’s chest, and the inks he used had been mixed with holy water. The moonlight made the ink gleam, and the rough, raised red bumping that had swollen around the edges of the giant tattoo looked like raw red gums around shattered teeth. The cross stretched from the top of Wagner’s chest down to his navel, and the horizontal strut of the cross went just under his nipples. His chest was freshly shaved of hair, and his pale white skin served in the moonlight to emphasize the dark bluish-black of the cross pattern all the more. 
 
    Dracula cringed away, but his eyes were fixated on the cross, as if he expected it to leap off of Wagner’s chest and attack him. 
 
    “I have faith,” Wagner said. 
 
    Dracula’s head snapped up to look at Wagner with raw hatred, as he retreated backward across the top of the tower. 
 
    Then a point on his dark suit, just over his chest pocket erupted outward, the tip of the wooden stake puncturing him from the inside. Blood gushed out of the wound and a small spatter of it landed on Wagner’s bare chest. The drops that touched the holy tattoo hissed and sizzled until they were burned away. Anneli stepped from behind Dracula where she had shoved the stake through the creature’s back and into its heart, forcing the wood far enough that it came out through his chest, the creature’s own backward momentum assisting her thrust. Dracula looked down at the fatal wound, his eyes round and filled with surprise. 
 
    “And I have love,” Wagner said softly. 
 
    Anneli crossed to him and helped him up with her small, outstretched hand, gently pulling him closer to her. They both stood and watched the life leave Dracula’s face, as his body drooped and fell over onto the stone floor of the tower’s rooftop. When his back hit the stones, the impact drove the stake all the way into the beast’s back, and the shaft came through his chest in another gush of thick, dark blood. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The priest stood over the grave he had dug and then filled. It was not marked with a stone, for fear that there might one day be someone that would attempt to bring the undone vampire back to the world. Instead, the grave was situated at the foot of a massive ash tree. The Dutch-born priest thought the tree fitting. He would love to return to Holland, now that he was certain the Count was finished once and for all, but instead he planned to come back to this lone tree in the field for the rest of his life to ensure the creature did not again rise. 
 
    The battle must have been quite something, to hear Wagner tell it, and the priest was shocked to learn that the small, petite wife had been the one to administer the final blow. He was well pleased to discover that his ingenious tattoo had saved Wagner’s life. The cross would be with the man for the rest of his days, so the priest was glad it had been useful. Wagner planned to extricate the dead Count’s gold and then fill the lower levels of the castle with quick-drying concrete. The fire had destroyed much of the upper reaches of the building, but still the structure stood. Wagner would make it as inhospitable as he could before he and his wife departed the area, to return to Germany. 
 
    Good, the old man thought. Good. We need no more nonsense from the undead. 
 
    The grave was only a few days old, and the priest came to its side every day to ensure it remained unmolested. Already he was noticing the leaves on the tree were shriveling and dropping to the ground. Turning black like the grass around the grave. As if the Earth herself were revolting against the vampire’s placement in the soil. 
 
    The priest had poured a flask of holy water on the grave each day, and he would do so again today. He had spoken the words over the soil, and planted garlic bulbs around it. He had chosen a lonely hill far from normal foot traffic, and picked the ash as a landmark so he could find his way back to it. But hopefully no one else would ever locate the unobtrusive grave. 
 
    “Well,” the priest spoke aloud, in his characteristic clipped German accent. Although Dutch, he had learned to speak at the hands of a German nanny, and the dialect had stuck with him throughout his life. “We have had some times together, have we not, Count Dracula? But your days are at an end. I promised I would end you, but age and injury prevented me from doing so myself. I thought you were gone for good, but then that unsuspecting young man arrived, with his charming wife. They were looking only for a new start in life, but instead they found nothing but horror and death, because of you.” 
 
    The priest paused to spit on the grave. 
 
    “You have been like a plague on the people of this land, and I swore, that as sure as my name is Abraham Van Helsing, you would one day be done. That day is today, sir.” 
 
    The priest upended his flask of holy water, and poured the liquid in a steady stream onto the fresh soil of the grave. It sank into the thirsty soil immediately, leaving the surface as dry as it had appeared before. 
 
    He turned to leave and something rushed at him with darkness and screeching. He was knocked onto his back across the grave. Again a darkness blotted out the sun, as something swept at his face. He tried to hit at the thing, but it was persistent. He could feel small teeth and claws drawing blood at his neck. Then he felt his eyes being plucked out, and he began to scream. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bat feasted on the priest’s face and throat for long minutes. When it sated its gut, it flapped upward and away to the branches of the tree. Its clawed feet scrambled for a branch high in the tree’s boughs, then it swung upside down and wrapped its two-foot wings around its body like a warming cloak. It shrieked once, loudly, and the forty or so other large bats hanging in the tree chittered and squeaked back at it. 
 
    As it hung, a steady drip of blood drops fell from its maw, and down to the head of the grave. The old man lay across the raw dirt of the grave, and as his body twitched and spasmed, his neck’s blood ran from his ravaged Adam’s apple to his shoulder and down into the ground. 
 
    The hungry earth ate the blood, and sucked it down to the waiting coffin. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed The Crypt of Dracula, try Resurrect by Kane Gilmour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane Gilmour is the international bestselling author of The Crypt of Dracula. He has co-authored several titles with Jeremy Robinson and also writes his own thriller novels. In addition to his work in novels, Kane has had short stories appear in several anthologies and magazines, and he worked on artist Scott P. Vaughn’s sci-fi noir webcomic, Warbirds of Mars as well as on Jeremy Robinson’s comic book adaptation of the novel Island 731. He lives with his significant other, his kids, her kids, and three dogs in Vermont. He’s thinking of buying a farm to house them all. Visit him online at: kanegilmour.com. 
 
      
 
   


  
 




ELDREN-THE BOOK OF THE DARK 
 
    By William Meikle 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two boys in the West of Scotland awaken an ancient vampire. And the only way to stop it is in the power of a book--a bible detailing the dark religion of the Eldren. But time is running out, and the sun is getting low. Are you afraid of the dark? You will be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr knew it was a bad idea to isolate themselves so much when it was so near her time but it had been years since their last holiday and besides, the doctor had assured them that she was at least three weeks away from the birth. It wasn’t planned...not at all. They had settled for a couple of weeks of rest and he’d booked a three-month sabbatical from the office, hoping to get some work done on the house. 
 
    Then they won the competition: one week, anywhere in Britain of their choosing…as long as they took the holiday in the next month. He wasn’t sure at first. He wanted to be near a hospital just in case of emergencies, but she insisted. It would be their last holiday alone for a while, she was fit and healthy and she wanted to do it. 
 
     One day they were in their flat in Glasgow, surrounded by half-finished building work, noise, dust and general aggravation. The next they were all alone, on the west coast of Scotland, in a cottage by the shore on Jura...just them, the seals and the view over the sea to Argyll. 
 
    The nearest house was five miles south...the nearest doctor twice that distance. To the north and west there were only the rugged hills and the deer. 
 
    They didn’t even have a boat. At least there was a road...a single-track lane with passing places. But it had recently been resurfaced and they had been provided with a new Range Rover for the duration. He felt confident that they could reach the doctors’ house in less than twenty minutes in event of an emergency...which was quicker than he could have managed it in Glasgow. He had talked himself round to the idea and he wasn’t worried. 
 
    He should have been. 
 
    They arrived late...Jura is not the easiest place to get to. Once on the island it was a single-track road all the way. There is only one road...twenty miles of it...with Craighouse, the only town, half way along. They were going right to the far end. 
 
    They stopped in the hotel for a meal but were too late to pick up any other provisions...they would have to wait till the morning. It was dark when they arrived and Sandra was too tired to do anything other than fall into bed and sleep. The only sound was the gentle lapping of the sea on the rocks only ten yards from the cottages’ front door. Occasionally there would be the forlorn cry of a gull or the croaking of a crow but apart from that it was silent and dark and strangely disquieting. 
 
    It was very late by the time he snuggled into bed, taking advantage of the radiating heat from his pregnant wife beside him. He slept soundly...he didn’t remember any dreams and nothing disturbed him during the night. 
 
    She woke him the next morning with a whisper. 
 
    “Get up. Hurry. You’ve got to see this.” 
 
    He still felt groggy with sleep when he raised his head to see her leaving the room. He got out of bed, wincing at the cold seeping through the floorboards, and joined her at the window in the front room. 
 
    “Look”, she said. “Isn’t it wonderful?” 
 
    It was very early morning...the sun was just coming up over the hills of Argyll, spreading a pink glow across the wispy clouds. 
 
    The sea was being slightly ruffled by a small breeze and, there in the foreground, just at the edge of the small lawn in front of the house, sat three otters...obviously a mother and two smaller young. As they watched, the creatures trotted along the shore then slipped into the water. 
 
    Jim crept out, still naked, and watched the otters cavorting among the huge fronds of seaweed until he slipped on the wet grass and the sudden movement caused the animals to dive, resurfacing again much farther out. 
 
    Sandra came over and squeezed him, her full belly pressing its heat against his flesh. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing us here sweetheart. I love it.” 
 
    They kissed and he marveled again at how hot and alive and heavy with life she had become. 
 
    It was only as they turned back to the house that he noticed the mound. It had been too dark the night before to see any details of the surrounding area but now he could see that the cottage was built on a raised piece of land between two arms of a river. Behind the cottage, just where the rivers split, there was a huge stone cairn, standing eight to ten feet high and topped off with a cross which looked to be the same height again as the cairn and made of solid iron. Around the cairn there was a wrought iron fence with spiked railings jutting up towards the sky. They had come across a small bridge in front of it last night but in the dark he had failed to notice it. 
 
    “Why would they put something like that out here?” she asked. “I thought that cairns were usually built on top of hills?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s for someone who died either here or at sea near here. We can ask in town if you like?” He turned towards her, noticing the goose pimples which had been raised on her arms. “Get yourself inside and put some clothes on...we don’t want you to catch a chill. By the time we get going and get to the town the shop will be open.” 
 
    When they eventually got to the shop it was ten o’clock...there had just been too many things to see on the drive down, what with scenery, wildlife, wide-open spaces and stunning vistas of sea and sky. 
 
    The shop held only basic foods...eggs, bacon, cheese, nothing too fancy...but Sandra had got over her craving for exotica and they would be able to stock up with most of their needs for the week. 
 
    Sandra was the focus of much of the talk and was in danger of excessive mothering from some of the women they met. They turned down several offers of a warmer room closer to town and the shop owner took their list, promising that she would make it up and they could collect it later. 
 
    Luckily for them the hotel served late breakfast. The pace of life on the island moved slowly and it was possible to run breakfast into lunch into evening meal into supper without leaving the hotel grounds. 
 
    They finally managed to escape at one in the afternoon, weighed down by bacon and sausages and swilling with coffee. 
 
    It was only when they stopped by the shop to pick up the supplies that he remembered the cairn. 
 
    The shopkeeper tried to hide her movement but he caught it...the sign against the evil eye, two pronged fingers stabbing as she spoke. “You don’t have to worry about that sir. It’s only an old memorial. Some say there used to be a plaque fixed to it but no one can remember what it’s there for.” 
 
    He noticed that the rest of the customers in the shop had fallen silent. He supposed that the cairn was the focus for some old superstition...that didn’t bother him but he had already decided not to tell Sandra. 
 
    Unlike him, she held a fascination for the supernatural. Anything that went bump in the night or was out of the ordinary...she fell for it. He could never understand the fascination with scaring yourself half to death, but he knew that if she found out that there was something weird about the cairn she would not stop until she had teased out the story. In the car on the way to the cottage he told her it was a war memorial and then let the subject drop. She didn’t ask any questions. 
 
    They finally got back to their cottage in late afternoon having made numerous stops to marvel once more at the stunning variety of life around them. Sandra made a big show of hand washing the traveling clothes and hanging them on clothesline at the back of the house. 
 
    The rest of the day passed lazily as they sat on the lawn, drinking long drinks, watching the scenery and making happy plans for their future. They took food out onto the grassy area, sitting on an old rug and throwing occasional morsels to an inquisitive red squirrel. That evening was the closest to heaven he had ever been. 
 
    They were finally forced indoors by a chill wind that brought the clouds down from the hills as the sun disappeared and a fine gray mist spread over the sea. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they adjourned to the bedroom and made tender careful love as the darkness closed in around them. Later, just as they fell asleep, he could hear that the wind was rising, whistling through the chimney and causing the trees to rustle and crack. 
 
    He woke early and squeezed away from Sandra, taking care not to wake her. After boiling some water in the kettle he ventured out to see what the weather was like but the first thing he noticed was the effect of the wind. The washing was gone from the line, torn off the rope during the night. He found a shirt in the left-hand stream, a pair of underpants halfway up a tree and he could see Sandra’s blouse hanging from one arm of the cross on the cairn. 
 
    He retrieved everything else he could see before moving to the mound of stones. He stepped over the railing, just missing doing himself an injury on the spikes and clambered up the rocks, dislodging a few in the process and giving himself several bruises on his knees. 
 
    The blouse was wrapped around the rusted spar and, by straining and stretching he could just about reach it. Catching hold of the blouse he pulled, just as his footing gave way. 
 
    He fell, pulling the blouse with him and felt the material tear before something solid and heavy hit him on the head forcing him down onto the rocks, rolling amongst dislodged stones until he stopped against the railings. 
 
    He heard a loud creaking and looked up to see the cross, now with a spar missing, swaying from side to side in the breeze. When he looked down he found the missing piece, lying by his side with Sandra’s blouse still wrapped around it. He left it there as he hauled himself over the railings and hobbled back to the house. 
 
    That was it for the rest of the day. He was dazed, bleeding from a head wound and bruised over much of his body. Sandra wanted to fetch the doctor but he talked her out of it...he didn’t want anybody to know that he had defaced the memorial, not yet anyway, not until he had the chance to try to repair some of the damage. He spent the day in bed, most of the time with 
 
    Sandra beside him, nursing his wounds and wondering what the islanders’ reaction would be. As darkness filled the room Sandra fell asleep but he lay awake, listening to the creaking of the cross, the rasping of iron against stone as it swayed back and forth in the wind. 
 
    At some point he fell asleep. 
 
    He woke when a cold draft hit him on the back of the neck. He rolled over, hoping to snuggle against his wife’s warm body, but he met only more empty space. It took several seconds for him to realize that she wasn’t in the bed. 
 
    Moonlight was streaming in through the window, enough for him to make out her pale figure and the cross that bobbed and swayed hypnotically in front of her as she walked away from the house. He ran out of the room and through onto the grass before he realized that they were both still naked. 
 
    He went back to fetch some clothes, pulling on shorts and a long jumper for himself and picking up an overcoat for her. When he got back to the door she was not alone. 
 
    The figure stood just inside the railing, thin and white and tall and naked, beckoning to her with one long ivory finger, saliva dripping from its mouth...a mouth that seemed to have far too many teeth. His mind screamed...he wasn’t stupid...he’d seen the films…he knew what those teeth meant.  
 
    Vampire! 
 
    He was still twenty yards away when she reached out to take the creature’s hand. Still ten yards away when its head bent to her neck, a long hand stroking her across the swell of her belly. 
 
    He got close enough to see the red eyes sparkle as the vampire realized she was pregnant. He could see the blood oozing down across her shoulders as the creature gulped noisily against her neck, the dark liquid glowing black in the moonlight. 
 
    He still hadn’t been noticed...right up until the point where he gripped the creature’s head and pulled it away from its feed. He realized at once that it had been a mistake...he was lifted off the ground, causing the muscles of his back...already tender from their earlier bruising, to scream with white-hot agony. 
 
    The beast stared at him from the deep pools of its eyes. It lifted him above the railings, feet flailing as he tried to wriggle from the iron grip. It pulled him close to the withered face, so close that he could feel the cold dampness of breath and see the blood...his wife’s blood, glistening on the evil curved fangs. Suddenly he was lifted higher, above the vampire’s head, and thrown...dumped to the ground…forgotten. 
 
    He knew what the creature wanted...he had seen the lust in his eyes. 
 
    Once more the long fingers reached for his wife, white arms pulsing red with the blood it had already taken, white hair spreading behind it like a cape as it lunged forward. It took her in its arms and crushed her body to its chest. 
 
    She sighed deeply, a heady groan of pleasure as her husband writhed on the ground and tried to get to his feet, trying to block out the sucking and moaning from his brain. 
 
    He tripped, falling over the broken spar of the cross. He lifted it, hoping to smash it across the creature’s skull. An image from the films came into his head...the image of the beast impaled. 
 
    The vampire was still oblivious to him as he struck, forcing the heavy rusty metal through the thin leathery skin, putting all his weight behind it. 
 
    The screaming started immediately. Sandra was dropped to the ground, black blood still weakly pulsing from her throat as the beast raged. It turned towards him, pulling the spar out of his hands, taking several layers of skin with it. He moved back, stumbling over the fallen stones, but it had no intention of coming for him. 
 
    The eyes pierced him; the red turning to gold and then black as its face opened in a scream and the first wisps of smoke appeared at its chest. 
 
    It looked down at the six inches of iron protruding from its breastbone...just as the first flame exploded into life, taking away the lower face and much of the head hair. 
 
    It burned...a deep golden fire that consumed it entirely in less than five seconds...a fire that stretched Jim’s skin and singed his eyebrows even as he grinned and the beast screamed. He was left with the moonlight and the cold and the ashes and the madness echoing round in his head. 
 
    The spar was still there, lying in the midst of a heap of smoking ashes. He left it where it was and piled some of the fallen stones on top of it, giggling all the while. 
 
    Sandra was breathing heavily when he finally got to her but at least the blood had stopped. 
 
    As he lifted her into his arms she let out a scream which drove through his skull. 
 
    “The baby. Oh God…it’s coming. It’s coming.” 
 
    He didn’t remember much of the next half-hour, only fragments…driving like a maniac as she sobbed quietly behind him…the light in the deer’s eyes just before the car hit it dead on, smashing the car’s headlights into a million tinkling fragments…the small twinkling lights in the distance as he managed to avoid the cliff edge and, finally, the iron gate on the path which he fell over as the doctor came towards him and he collapsed into a faint. 
 
    He had a vague memory of being put in an armchair and practically force fed whiskey as his wife was carried upstairs and the doctor called for some help but his legs wouldn’t move and his arms were heavy and sleep called him back again. 
 
    He dreamed...hot lurid fantasies of violence and fire, of rape and bloodletting and of a cold black fury that carried all before it. He woke from screams into screams. 
 
    His legs pushed him out of the chair and towards the door long before his brain was fully awake and he got halfway up the stairs before he recognized the voice behind the screaming. He reached the door just as the screams stopped. 
 
    Early morning sunlight was streaming into the room, lighting a scene that would be forever etched into his memory. 
 
    The doctor is standing off to one side, his left hand covering his mouth, his right clutching his chest as if to keep his heart in. 
 
    An old woman is lying across the bed in a dead faint, her gray wisps of hair mingled with the blood from his wife’s legs. 
 
    His wife is lying there, throat muscles straining, mouth open in a long soundless scream which refuses to come. Her gaze is fixed on the shape writhing on the carpet, ignoring the wisps of smoke which are beginning to rise from her legs, the charring and peeling and blackening immaterial to her pain at the sight of their child. 
 
    And there on the floor lies their future, burning golden in the first rays of the sun, being cleansed in the purifying light of the new day, his son. The last things he sees before darkness takes him away for a long time are the fangs, two tiny spikes sliding out of those new pink gums, the fangs which are the last things to disappear as the fire burns out and the ashes shift in the breeze. 
 
   


  
 



Genesis- The First Book of the Dark 
 
      
 
    In the beginning was the word and the word was God. 
 
    And on the first day God created the heavens and the earth and darkness was on the face of the void. And God looked down at his creation and saw that it was good. 
 
    And God created the stars to light the darkness and the light from them blazed across the skies to proclaim his majesty. And God looked at his work and it was good. 
 
    And on the second day God looked at the earth and caused to be brought forth the land from the waters, raising the mountains in his glory. And the star light shone from the roots of his creation and it was good. 
 
    And on the third day God created all the creatures that lived on the earth and all the trees that grew in the ground and all the fish that swam in the sea. And God looked on his creation and it was good. 
 
    And on the fourth day God looked down on the earth and said “I will raise a creature in my image to have dominion over all things, to be my light in this darkness.” 
 
    And God took the light from the stars and the dust from the earth and blew his life into the makings thereof and God created the first brother, and his name was Yoriah. And God looked at his work and behold it was good. 
 
    Yoriah stood tall and strong and the light of the stars burned in his eyes. All the creatures of the earth paid obedience to him and he was their shepherd and ran with them in the fields and the canyons. And God said “I will make you a companion to befriend you in the darkness”, and while Yoriah slept God took the blood from his body and mingled it with the dust and clay of the earth. And God created Eriah...the first Sister. And the stars shone down on the morning of the fifth day. 
 
    Yoriah and Eriah stood on the highest mountain and looked over their domain. And God said to them “Only one law will I give to you, that thou will not eat of the meat of the creatures of this my creation. All else is thine.” 
 
    And Yoriah and Eriah went forth into the world. 
 
    And it came to pass that Eriah was taken with a hunger and the great serpent whispered to her, saying “The meat you may not eat, but the blood is not meat...the blood is warm and will succor you. Surely you are not to be denied succor?” 
 
    And Eriah listened to the serpent and began to crave, and that was the original sin. 
 
    And she left the side of Yoriah and wandered among the hills away from the sight of God. 
 
    And there she did find a lamb and she took it to her bosom and with her teeth she did rip at its flesh. And the blood flowed, and she drank of it, and it was good. 
 
    Yoriah came upon Eriah in that vale and when he saw the blood upon her countenance he waxed greatly afeard saying, “Cleanse yourself, lest the Lord sees what has come to pass.” But a great frenzy had come upon Eriah and she threw herself upon Yoriah, rending him with nails and teeth. 
 
    And where their blood mingled with the clay there sprang forth life, new creations in their likeness. These were the Eldren, and they were legion. 
 
    And the Eldren saw all the creatures of the earth and coveted them and there was a great slaughter and the blood ran in rivers under the stars. 
 
    And the Lord God looked down upon his earth and waxed great in his wrath. And the earth trembled and shook and Yoriah and Eriah hid themselves from the eyes of the Lord. But the Lord found them in their hiding place and dragged them forth under the stars, saying, “Why hast thou forsaken me? I will send you forth, and till the day of your judgment you will be pariah.” 
 
    And the Lord laid these curses on them and their creation...that they would thirst, for all eternity, that they would forever live in darkness, and that they would never bear children in his image. 
 
    And in the sky above them he placed the great burning of the sun to blot out the darkness, and in the night sky he placed the moon to forever remind them of their iniquity. 
 
    Because Yoriah and Eriah were his first made he took pity, and did not unmake them. He sent them into the ground, to sleep forever till the day of their judgments. 
 
    The Eldren he scattered to the ends of the earth to wander until one came who would redeem them, who would cleanse them of the thirst. 
 
    And the morning was the morning of the sixth day. 
 
    And on the sixth day God created man, and his name was Adam. 
 
    And the sons of Adam went forth and multiplied.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It was the hottest day there had been for years. 
 
    The sun banged down from almost straight overhead, Tony’s shadow a deep black puddle around his feet. He could feel the beads of sweat bubbling up on his forehead and soaking into his unruly mop of hair. The hills, which were barely a mile from the town, swam in the haze as if covered in a thin film of water and the tarmac was soft and pliable underfoot. 
 
    His palms were wet with sweat and the bulge in his back pocket seemed too obvious. Billy wasn’t going to be able to call him wrong this time. 
 
    Billy was his best friend and also his number one adversary. Whenever he got an idea Billy either laughed at it, knew a better one or, if he couldn’t think of something, he feigned boredom. 
 
    But this time Tony had proof. Yesterday had been too easy for Billy. Tony had told him about the elevator in the cupboard in his bedroom...the one that took him down to the tunnels that stretched under the hills, down to the dark caves where the giant rats chittered and the Morlocks ran their infernal machines. 
 
    “Show me,” Billy said. 
 
    Tony had taken up to the room and opened the door. 
 
    “There, on the side of the wall. See that knob? Just pull it and it takes you down,” he said, fingers crossed. 
 
    Of course Billy pulled the knob and nothing happened. 
 
    “The Morlocks have closed it up. They must have found out that I’ve been using it,” Tony said, desperate for Billy to see. It had been there last night...he felt sure of it. 
 
    “Morlocks – bollocks,” Billy said. He tittered behind his hand and they both collapsed in a fit of giggles and the subject was closed. He knew Billy wouldn’t give it another thought but Tony didn’t give up that easily...he knew that the Morlocks were real. 
 
    His Grandfather had told him about them. How they worked in the deep dark places, bringing out treasures from the hard stone walls. How they could hypnotize you into thinking they were human, how they kept the rats to protect them from prying eyes. How their machines were the only things that kept the world turning and how they were vicious...eating anything that strayed into their domain. 
 
    Tony knew it was true...he had seen it in the old man’s eyes and the shaking of his hands as he told the story. Granddad wouldn’t have lied to him...he had been a Commander. 
 
    Billy answered the door himself - which was okay by Tony...Billy’s father always made him nervous, like the bull in Farmer Davies’ field...one minute placid and content, the next a raging steaming wall of blackness. At least with his own father you knew where you were. If he was sober you kept quiet, and if he was drunk you kept very quiet. 
 
    Billy slipped out quietly and they had turned the street corner before he spoke. 
 
    “Well Superboy, what’s it to be today? Football? Cops and robbers? Or do you have any new ideas?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tony said, trying to sound casual. “I thought we’d go and see the Morlocks.” 
 
    Billy hit him around the head, playfully, but it still hurt...he was a lot bigger than Tony. 
 
    “You’re not still on about that are you? It’s just a fairy story.” He raised his hand to stop Tony as he started to protest. “Oh, I know your Granddad told you, but he was just an old loony...everybody knows that.” 
 
    Tony was angry and it showed in his eyes. Billy stepped back, a look of fright on his face, as Tony reached into his back pocket. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said. “So what was an old loony doing with the key to the secret door?” He removed the key from his pocket and held it out to Billy, but not close enough to let him take it away...he’d made that mistake too many times before. 
 
    “It opens the door to the tunnel...the one my Granddad found...ages and ages ago. He worked with the other scientists and they found the way in and….” 
 
    Billy stopped him, otherwise he would have rambled on about the caverns of gold and the hot hissing machines and the pretend humans—Tony knew that Billy had heard it all before…but it didn’t stop him trying. And it didn’t stop Billy teasing him. 
 
    “You mean that the secret door is in the house? You want to go inside the house?” Billy smiled broadly, no doubt remembering how he’d ran off and left Tony in the dark hole the summer before and how Tony had cried and screamed until Billy had to come back and lead him out. 
 
    “You really want to go down to that cellar again?” 
 
    Tony nodded, with more resolve that he felt. In truth he felt petrified of the darkness and the echoes he knew would be waiting, but if that was the only way he could convince Billy, then that was what he would do. 
 
    “And you know where this door is?” Billy asked. Tony could see that Billy thought it was just another one of his crazy ideas. So he was pleased to bring a look of wonder to the bigger boy’s eyes when he took the old yellowing map and a small flashlight out of his pocket. 
 
    “It’s down another level...even underneath the cellar.” Tony said, trying, but not succeeding, to keep the tremor from his voice. 
 
    They talked little as they walked up the avenue towards the house...both aware of the aura, the mystique of the place they had just entered. As far as Tony knew, Billy and he were the only kids from the town even to get as far as the cellar...most of the others were stopped by the authority of the giant iron gate at the foot of the avenue. 
 
    Tony didn’t blame them. The first time he had seen that gate he had almost peed his pants, and it was only after especially strong urging from Billy that he could make himself pass the gate and enter the grounds. 
 
    That time they had egged each other on, up the avenue into the house, even down as far as the cellar. 
 
    The thought of going down further than that caused his knees to tremble and his heart to bump along in a pitter-patter of fear. But he didn’t let any of that show. He had a point to prove to Billy and this time he intended to see it through. 
 
    Even in the heat of the day there was a hint of coldness surrounding the house, as if it sat in permanent shadow. 
 
    The twin bay windows peered along the driveway, continually vigilant against interlopers as they had been for the last fifty years. 
 
    The trees on the avenue hung close to the path, their untrimmed branches threatening to reach down and pluck the boys up into the boughs. Although neither of them realized it they were hunched over, heads to the ground. 
 
    Tony knew that the house hadn’t been used since the war, since his Granddad and his colleagues had worked there. But there was no external sign of decay...the windows had not been broken and the slates on the roof all remained in place. Even the old oak door stayed resolutely shut, a testament to the fear that the house instilled in the youth of the town. 
 
    Tony and Billy had been here before...twice before...on both occasions spurred on by a desire not to seem a coward to each other. But this time was different, this time they had a goal in mind. 
 
    Tony felt the bulge of the key hanging heavy in his back pocket as they approached the great door which creaked noisily as they pushed it open, the sound echoing in their ears long after they stopped pushing. 
 
    “Eh he he he,” Billy cackled, his back bent and hunched. “Come into my parlor.” 
 
    Tony forced a giggle, but his heart wasn’t in it, and Billy lapsed back into silence as they looked across the huge entrance hall. 
 
    Someone had been here since Tony and Billy’s last visit. Fast food cartons and beer cans were strewn across the floor and a particularly basic graffiti artist had been at work on the ornate wallpaper. Otherwise very little had been disturbed. 
 
    “What now Oh Wise One?” Billy whispered. Somehow the atmosphere in the house didn’t lend itself to speech...even the whispers took on a life of their own as they reverberated around the walls. 
 
    “Down to the cellar...where we went the last time,” Tony replied, trying to keep his voice as low as possible. 
 
    Billy grimaced as he turned away towards the kitchen and the trapdoor they had discovered on their last visit. 
 
    Whoever had been here had also discovered the trapdoor. Tony remembered that they had left it open...he had been too busy trying to get out as quickly as possible to worry about closing trapdoors. But now, as they entered the kitchen, they saw that the hatch had been closed. 
 
    And not just closed. A shiny, new, padlock gleamed in the lock. 
 
    “Somebody else comes here.” Tony whispered, and Billy nodded in reply. 
 
    “Maybe we’d better just get out.” Tony said, but in his heart he knew Billy better than that, and was proved right when Billy bent down and pulled at the trapdoor. 
 
    “The wood is rotten through. All we need to do is push something under this lip,” he said, running a finger along the edge of the door. “And we can have it up in no time. Stay here.” 
 
    Before Tony could protest Billy had gone. 
 
    The quiet fell on him. Through the kitchen window he could see that the sun was still beating down outside, but in here it was cold…cold and dry, and somehow musty, like old books gone damp. 
 
    He was about to leave to look for Billy when the boy returned carrying an iron bar...part of an old railing. 
 
    “I got this out in the garden,” Billy said. “I had to rip the shit out of a fence.” 
 
    That brought another fit of giggles, and Tony began to believe that everything would be okay. 
 
    Two minutes later they were standing above the hole, looking down into the blackness beneath, each waiting for the other to make the first move. 
 
    “So what did your Granddad say about this?” Billy asked, delaying the moment when they would have to descend into the dark. 
 
    “We have to go down...where we were before. There’s an old storeroom there...we must have missed it the last time...that’s where he locked them in. That’s where we find the door.” Tony replied, reading from the map. 
 
    “Your Granddad was full of shit...you know that?” Billy said as he lowered himself into the hole, slowly, being careful to keep his feet on the rungs of the ladder. Tony clipped the flashlight to his belt and folded the map back into his pocket before following. 
 
    As they descended the light got dimmer and Tony could only just see Billy’s blonde head when he looked down. 
 
    He started to tremble about halfway down and his legs went weak for a moment, but he pulled himself together, determined never again to show any cowardice when Billy was around. 
 
    So they went down and the air got colder and the silence descended with them. 
 
    Billy was waiting at the bottom. Tony could just make out his pale face as he spoke. 
 
    “So what now Batman? And put that torch on...I don’t like being down in the dark.” 
 
    That was the first time Tony had ever heard Billy admitting fear and he felt a small thrill of pleasure...this place was getting to him. 
 
    Tony took out the map again and had to squint to read it in the dim torchlight. 
 
    “Over there, in the left-hand corner,” he pointed with the torch, lighting the rough walls. 
 
    “There should be a storeroom where the scientists kept their equipment. Granddad said that….” 
 
    Billy interrupted him. “Yeah, yeah. Just shut up about your Granddad for a bit.” 
 
    Their voices set up echoes around the room, whispers coming back from all sides as they followed the torch beam. The chamber came to an end at a corner that turned right into a smaller room. 
 
    The floor here was littered with debris, pieces of sacking, empty beer cans, wine bottles, cigarette ends and Chinese takeaway cartons. 
 
    “Looks like your Granddad got here before us,” said Billy, laughing as he jigged out of reach of the swinging torch. He started to say something else but Tony had seen a grayer patch on the wall. 
 
    He swung the torch around and there it was…Granddad’s door. 
 
    It was metal and, judging by the dents in it and the scrapes on its surface, it had stood up to many attempts to force it open. The only significant feature in an otherwise empty expanse of steel was the small-shadowed keyhole. 
 
    “What do you know? The old bastard was right,” Billy whispered. In the dim torchlight Tony could see the beginnings of doubt come into his eyes. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “We go in of course,” Tony replied, taking the key from his pocket. 
 
    It fit perfectly, turning easily in the lock with a loud click. The door swung open revealing a greater blackness beyond. 
 
    Up till this point Tony had wondered about Granddad’s stories. Part of him knew that there were no Morlocks...the same part that knew there was no Santa Claus. 
 
    But that didn’t stop him waiting for the sound of sleigh bells at Christmas and it wasn’t going to stop him finding out what was down that corridor. 
 
    He shone the torch around. The corridor led to another chamber barely ten feet away but the torch beam was stopped by blackness. He moved forward, gesturing for Billy to follow. 
 
    “Come on then. We didn’t come all this way for nothing.” Tony’s voice echoed, booming, much louder than before and the words continued, fading down the path ahead. 
 
    The path sloped slightly downwards and he noticed the puffs of dust being kicked up by their feet. Nobody had been this way for a long time. 
 
    The corridor led to a door that lay open. Beyond this was a large room that was still in blackness. They stopped as the torch lit up the open door and Billy’s face widened into a grin as he read the notice. 
 
    R.N.A.D. BUNKER 186A/2 
 
    NO UNAUTHORISED PERSONNEL BEYOND THIS POINT 
 
    “RNAD...that’s part of the Navy. My Uncle Tom works for them. Morlocks my arse...it’s just an old air raid shelter.” 
 
    Leaning over he pressed a light switch at the door-side. To their surprise the light in the room beyond came on, pale and flickering but enough to light the room’s contents. 
 
    The room was twenty feet long by ten feet wide and the only furniture in it was six bunk beds...twelve berths in all. Anything else that might at one time have been stored there had long since been removed. 
 
    Tony turned off the torch and attached it to his belt as they moved into the room. 
 
    Billy was entranced. 
 
    “Hey, this is some place. We could turn it into a secret den...you know, bring food and cigarettes and stuff up here and nobody would ever know where we were...wouldn’t that be great?” 
 
    Tony wasn’t so sure. “But what about the Morlocks?” 
 
    “Morlocks schmorlocks,” Billy said. “Haven’t you sussed it yet? Your senile old Granddad was having you on...spinning a tale to keep you happy.” 
 
    He shook his head at Tony’s gullibility as he bounced on a bunk on the other side of the room, slapping his hands against the wall behind him. Suddenly he stopped and began to tap on the wall, concentrating on a different part of it each time. 
 
    “Hey. It’s hollow behind here,” he shouted across at Tony. “There must be a secret tunnel or something. Help me find something we can use to break through.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that” Tony replied while backing away. “We don’t know what’s on the other side. What if Granddad was right?” 
 
    Tony was still shaking his head as Billy started to unscrew a leg from one of the bunks. 
 
    “Don’t be so daft,” Billy said, his face a picture of concentration as he worked on a wing nut. “There’s no such thing as Morlocks...your Granddad got the story from a film...my Dad told me about it.” 
 
    Sudden tears welled in the corners of Tony’s eyes. 
 
    “And what does your dad know about anything...he’s just an old drunk.” 
 
    As soon as he said it he clamped a hand over his mouth. That was one of the things they never spoke about. 
 
    Any other subject was fair game, but the two taboo subjects...Billy’s dads’ drinking and Tony’s fathers’ use of his fists...they were never to be mentioned. 
 
    Billy didn’t even seem to have noticed though...he had succeeded in getting the metal leg off the bed and started to attack the wall, knocking chunks out of the plaster with fast, furious jabs. 
 
    Soon he had reached the wooden struts behind the top layer. He turned back and smiled at Tony, and Tony almost ran then...Billy’s face was caked with sweat and plaster...a dull gray coating through which only his blue eyes showed with any color. 
 
    “Come on Tony, give us a hand here...we’re nearly through.” 
 
    But still Tony didn’t move. Behind his eyes pictures were playing, lurid scenes of bloodletting as a hand came from the other side, a gray hairy arm that tore at Billy’s face even as it pulled him dragging and screaming down to the bowels of the earth. 
 
    It didn’t happen…not in that way. 
 
    Tony watched as Billy smashed his way through the loose timbers and poked his head and shoulders through the resulting gap. 
 
    “Hey,” Billy shouted, his voice muffled. “Come over here with that torch will you...it looks like there’s a cave through here, and it’s dark.” 
 
    At first Tony still refused to move. It took another shout from Billy, more insistent this time, before he could join his friend at the hole in the wall. 
 
    As he approached the hole his legs started to tremble again, but he forced the fear aside as he peered through to the space beyond the hole. 
 
    “Here,” Billy said, pointing off to the left. “Shine the torch over here.” 
 
    The torchlight showed the boys a rough-hewn chamber, some ten feet wide. Lank gray mosses hung from the stone, wafting sluggishly in the slight breeze that flowed through the hole. 
 
    But what got Billy excited was the thing he’d pointed to. 
 
    Over in the left of the room was another entrance, a passage off the blackness. 
 
    “Hey. Caves. Come on.” And, before Tony could stop him, he had pushed himself through the hole and down into the chamber. 
 
    “Well?” Billy said, his blue eyes shining in the reflected torch beam. “Are you coming? Or are you still waiting for the Morlocks?” 
 
    He turned his back to Tony and shouted, his voice ringing harshly against the rock walls. 
 
    “Come out come out wherever you are.” He put his hand to his ear and struck an exaggerated listening pose that he held for long seconds before turning back to Tony. 
 
    “Nope. No Morlocks here. Come on...there’s only the two of us here, and there might be treasure and stuff down here.” 
 
    The thought of treasure was what got Tony moving. 
 
    “Indiana Jones would’ve been in and out already.” Billy said, and that was what got Tony over the lip of the hole and down to join Billy. 
 
    “Shine the torch over there,” Billy said, pointing at the entrance they’d noticed previously. 
 
    Tony did as he was told, but the light seemed to be soaked up by the blackness, barely penetrating a foot into the passage. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to go in,” Billy said, and stepped forward. He stopped when Tony failed to follow. 
 
    “I can’t Billy. I just can’t,” Tony said, trying hard to keep back the tears. “Granddad said they were in there. Don’t go…they’ll get you…I know they will.” 
 
    Billy snorted. “Just stay here,” he said, taking the torch out of Tony’s hand. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    Billy moved off down the corridor and Tony was left alone in the half-dark, only the dim glow that managed to seep through the hole to give him light. Soon silence fell around him as Billy’s footsteps receded into the distance. 
 
    The pictures were back behind his eyes again…Billy being carried by a gray, hulking thing…Billy being taken down to where the giant rats ran…Billy being fed into some infernal machine. He had already turned back to the hole, to his escape, when he heard heavy footsteps running up the corridor towards him. He closed his eyes and screamed as a gray thing lunged at him from the blackness, a scream that stopped as soon as Billy slapped him across the cheek. 
 
    “Stop that,” Billy said. “It’s only me.” He took Tony by the hand and led him towards the corridor. “Just wait till you see what I’ve found. Fame and fortune...that’s what.” 
 
    Tony let himself be led, but his nerves were jangling and adrenaline pumped through every muscle, ready to run at the first sound even while they went deeper into the dark. 
 
    “It’s just along here,” Billy said and, despite his fear, Tony felt curious. He’d never seen Billy so excited. It must be something special to get him this worked up. 
 
    He saw just how special a minute later when they emerged into a narrow, musty chamber and Billy shone the torch around. 
 
    The room was ancient. Even Tony, with his limited experience in such things, could see that it was older than the rest of the house...by a long way. The stone was gray and somehow slimy, glistening in the light from the torch. But that wasn’t what had Billy so excited. 
 
    Billy moved to his left and directed the torch to the center of the room, to the thing that sat there. 
 
    It was stone, seven feet long, four feet wide and four feet high, carved out of one block of green, almost translucent marble. From where Tony stood, it looked like there was a sword stuck into the top of the block. The hilt gleamed golden in the torchlight and a large jewel refracted the light and sparkled. 
 
    “It’s a diamond,” Billy whispered. “That’s what it is...a diamond.” He pushed Tony towards the block. “But that’s not all. Come and have a closer look.” He took Tony by the arm and, keeping the torch on the sword, they shuffled forward. 
 
    It was only when they moved closer that Tony saw the truth of it...the stone had been hollowed out from the top and the sword was not sticking out of the marble. No…it was struck through the ribs of a skeleton. 
 
    The boys moved closer, eyes wide as Billy moved the torch beam down the length of the body, taking in the gray bones, the shriveled, wiry strands of hair and finally, the great wound in the ribs where the sword had struck. 
 
    Billy went closer, shining the light into the chest cavity. 
 
    “Look. There,” he pointed. “His heart.” 
 
    What was left of it was an encrusted, blackened mass, three inches of sword slicing it so that it was almost in two pieces. But Tony had noticed something else; something that looked like bound black leather. He leaned forward to get a closer look. 
 
    “No…I saw it first,” Billy shouted. 
 
    Before Tony could stop him Billy clasped the sword hilt with one hand and, with no apparent effort, drew it from the body. He danced away from Tony, and tried to lift the sword above his head but it was too heavy and the weight carried it backward over his shoulder to fall to the floor with a clang that resounded around the chamber. 
 
    Tony took one step forward, ready to berate the older boy so he only caught a glimpse, a fleeting movement, of the skeletal hand which grabbed him round the neck, cutting off his words and flinging him, sprawling, to the ground. 
 
    He lay there, stunned, listening to the cracking, whispering sounds from above him, the shifting of weight from within the sarcophagus. And then he saw the first fingertip, the first finger, then the second, then the whole broad hand as the fist clenched, slowly. 
 
    The skeleton rose, up and up, like a phoenix from the ashes, jerking and twitching, as if filmed in stop motion. Soon it stood above him, looking down over the rim of the sarcophagus, the dead skull grinning inanely as the creature clenched and unclenched the old cracked bones of its fists, the ribs creaking as the arms moved slowly, testing their strength. 
 
    Bones banged together like dead wood as it jumped, falling to the ground like a bird with a broken wing, ungainly, bent and ugly. More bones cracked. 
 
    Tony could only see it in silhouette, jet black against the shadows, as it pulled itself up to its full height, filling the space between himself and Billy. 
 
    The bony arms spread out to their full extent, almost touching the walls on either side, two vast, black shadows, framed darker against the walls, flickering with tension as the fists creaked open and shut, open and shut. 
 
    Billy screamed, a yell of defiance, and the torch beam swung wildly around the room as he thrust the sword forward, spearing the skeleton through the pelvis. The yell turned to one of triumph, then just as quickly to despair as the skeleton yanked the sword free from his grasp and threw it aside. 
 
    There was a creak, as of old bones shifting, and the creature’s jaw dropped open, twin gray fangs sliding from the ruined bone as its head lowered to Billy’s neck. 
 
    Tony was only able to watch, rooted to the spot as the razor sharp fangs tore through Billy’s skin, leaving twin grooves nearly four inches long, grooves which welled blackly with blood. 
 
    The skeleton’s head bent further, neck bones cracking in protest and the jawbone began to chew. Tony stood, frozen in horror, as goblets of flesh and blood passed through the wasted gullet. 
 
    His eyes widened as the tissue fell through the rib cage, but didn’t stop…it hung, a boiling mess of gore, just under the ribs, growing as more blood joined it, pulsing in time with the chewing motions. 
 
    And still the creature chewed, and still the ball of Billy’s blood grew. As Tony looked on it began to writhe with its own life. Twin tendrils, as fine as hair, grew from the ooze, twining themselves around the aged bones, growing thicker with every pulse, threading their way through and around the skeleton, knitting flesh onto the frame. 
 
    Thicker strands, three of them, grew upwards, surrounding the blackening mass of the heart which seemed to soak up the blood, throbbing and pulsing as its color changed: to purple, then to maroon, then to shining, living red. More and more material flowed into it as Billy’s life was drained and the ancient heart grew and, slowly, began to pump. 
 
    Billy’s body lay in the creature’s arms, his torso now strangely deflated, growing more so with every second. Finally, after what seemed an age, the creature raised its head and dropped the lifeless body to the floor. The head turned...no bones creaking this time, and Tony looked into the face of evil. 
 
    Red flesh hung loosely from the cheeks. The hair, so recently merely wisps of gray, was thick and vibrant, shot with streaks of blackness. But it was the eyes that did it…the eyes that caused Tony to flee, shrieking in terror…the red, bloodshot eyes that stared at Tony with naked hunger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hills behind the town were fading softly from brightest green to watery yellow as the chill days of autumn crept closer. A smattering of bulbous chestnuts had been precipitated on last night’s winds, the mahogany interiors peeping tantalizing from their green overcoats. The avenue of elms was getting down to the serious business of shoring up for winter, the tips of their leaves just barely beginning to curl and brown. Over to the west the rain clouds were beginning to gather on the hilltops, the gray tresses falling to caress the barren windswept peaks. 
 
    Down near the town it was still dry, the clouds seemingly pasted to the blue stone of the sky and a cool breeze was the only thing to disturb the long grass on the roadside. 
 
    Thin plumes of smoke rose from the houses in the valley, rising almost straight from their source and all was silent and calm. 
 
    Sandy had been born and brought up in this town. Seventy years and more and a lot of living had passed since then. He had never regretted leaving, but he felt something turn over in the pit of his stomach as he got his first sight of the town. 
 
    No matter how long he’d been away, there were still plenty of sights to stir his memories. 
 
    Life had been hard then...no, more than hard...it had been well-nigh impossible. He was sent down the pits as early as possible...a thin, almost frail figure, white arms chipping away at the black walls, nothing else to do but listen to the wheezing breath of the older men. He had only been saved from living his life out in the dark by the onset of the Second World War. At the time he had been grateful for the chance to escape...war was just about the only way for a lad to get out of the town even then. 
 
    Ten years he had been in the Navy, first on the Atlantic run to New York, then down to the Suez area, and after the war patrolling the South Pacific. In all that time he had never been home. 
 
    His first homecoming had been for his mothers’ funeral. He had missed his fathers’ during the war, which had been no great pity as far as he was concerned, and after his mother had been put in the ground he had taken to the roads to walk the length and breadth of Scotland. Now, all these years later, he was still doing it. 
 
    Coming over the hill and finally seeing the whole town spread out beneath him, Sandy was shocked by the changes that had taken place since his last visit ten years ago. The twin ranks of chimneys and the smoke-blackened sheds of the steel works...a landmark as old as Sandy himself...had almost gone. Only one chimney, without its previously omnipresent plume remained, jutting starkly out of a landscape of what were euphemistically called ‘small business units’. 
 
    Sandy had encountered this too often on his travels...the bustling life work of thousands of men steadily eroded until all that remained were storehouses for luxury goods, timber yards and makeshift repair shops. They almost seemed to have been designed to turn tatty as soon as the first winter hit. 
 
    The fifties-built housing scheme at the front of the hill had been topped with ‘private luxury bungalows with stunning scenic views of the pastoral valley’...little boxes that in ten years’ time would be uninhabitable due to damp and soil erosion. 
 
    On the far side of the valley, from horizon to horizon in a thin line of gray, ran the new bypass, a ten-meter wide strip of wasteland populated with heavy goods lorries on their way from the west coast harbors to Glasgow with their daily load of consumer goods. 
 
    The only thing that pleased Sandy about this view was its sharp clarity. A clear, blue-sparkled skyline now replaced the gray fog that used to hang over the town. 
 
    It was obvious that since the closure of the steelworks some five years ago the quality of the air had changed for the better, but a braying laugh from the golf course on his left only served to reinforce the fact that this was no longer a working man’s town. 
 
    Sandy had walked this road many times in his youth. Over the hill to the sea to watch the fishermen bringing in their catches and then back, stopping at the old pub on the moors for a pint or two before strolling back to the town in the moonlight or, as was more often the case, in the rain. 
 
    The sight of these hills had always held a fascination for him, their rounded sensuous features drawing him forwards, funneling him through the valley into the town. 
 
    He had reached the outskirts of town. The golf course had invested in a clubhouse. More pleasures for the elite who could afford the club’s extortionate fees and who could put up with the cliquishness – he thought, when he noticed, for only the third time in his life, the black sleeting rain slanting down onto the bone-dry road in front of him. 
 
    The black rain was something that Sandy had managed to explain away as pure coincidence after his original sightings had never been repeated 
 
    The previous occasions had both happened during his time in the Navy. 
 
    The first time had been at Southampton Docks. He’d been standing on the quayside watching the fleet come in when the black rain started. At first he’d thought there was something in his eye but no amount of rubbing or teasing had altered the view. The rain, looking just like oil falling from the sky, surrounded one of the destroyers just coming in. The sighting lasted for a minute or so, but Sandy immediately knew that something would happen to the boat. 
 
    He couldn’t tell how he knew but it felt as if someone was walking over his grave. 
 
    He’d later found out that the ship had lost ten of her crew in battle two weeks after his vision. 
 
    The second time he didn’t like to think about, even all these years later. He’d been drinking with a group of shipmates in Australia on the night before they were due to leave. The black rain had come down again, indoors in the bar. Sandy got the shakes, so much so that the Medical Officer who happened to be in the bar at the time pronounced him unfit for the trip. He had raved and screamed. 
 
    The whole bar and probably half of Sydney had heard him tell the men that they were going to their deaths. Of course they had done just that, and that was the end of Sandy’s career in the Navy. 
 
    As he walked past the first tee of the golf course he realized that if past experiences were to prove any guide, death would be following him into this town. 
 
    It was not going to be a happy homecoming after all. 
 
      
 
    The sight that met him when he reached the High Street only laid another burden on his already heavy heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evidence of unemployment was everywhere in the town center. The main crossroads had, at its center, an area of grass and long wooden benches swarming with aimless people, a large proportion of who seemed to be already, at eleven in the morning, under the influence of alcohol. As if to reinforce this, most of the men suddenly ambled across the road and into the nearest public house. 
 
    The local co-op, once a large thriving furniture store, now had seventy per cent of its windows boarded up, and the rest were plastered with three-foot posters proclaiming SALE NOW ON. 
 
    Even here in this scene of urban decay, Sandy could still see the black rain hanging in the air ahead of him. This was the first time a sighting has lasted longer than a few minutes. A warning, an omen, or merely a sight defect? Whatever the cause Sandy Brown was a very frightened old man. 
 
      
 
    Seven thirty a.m. on a cold autumn morning. The sight of his face in the mirror always brought home to Brian Baillie how much he had deteriorated with time. 
 
    Wrinkles had firmly established themselves in the corners of his eyes, far too firmly to be passed off as laughter lines. Hair at temples and forelock were graying slightly, but the thing which always annoyed him more than any other was how gray his beard had become. 
 
    The beard had been his pride and joy since university days and had gone through many mutations of shape. As some people have worry beads, Brian had a beard, pulled and twisted into strange tufts of varying lengths. 
 
    None of the changes had been so drastic as that of the last year though. His beard, from a sleek black vibrant extension of his face, had become a limp, pale gray collection of separate hairs. This morning as on many others previously, he toyed with the idea of shaving it off, but he was afraid that the chin underneath would be in no fit state to see the world. 
 
    He had left university seven years ago with a degree in Botany...a failed zoologist as his girlfriend at the time had so wittily observed...and no idea as to what to do next. He drifted into teacher training college more to avoid unemployment than through any vocational urge. Once finished there, he found, as if by magic, that a place teaching biology had become available in his hometown. He took the job, promising himself that it was only for a couple of years then onwards and upwards to somewhere. 
 
    The where he never quite figured out and, five years later he was still in the same place. 
 
    Surprisingly, to himself anyway, he enjoyed his work. He hadn’t fallen prey to the world-weary cynicism of the older teachers and hoped he never would. Just before she left him his girlfriend had observed that, as his mental age was the same as most of his pupils why shouldn’t he have a rapport with them? 
 
    There, he’d done it again, started thinking about her. Hangovers seemed to bring it on the most, probably because that was when he felt sorriest for himself. 
 
    “Ho hum,” he said to the girlie-calendar on the wall behind him. As usual this month’s model didn’t reply but just talking to her always perked him up. The wonder of self-hypnosis, he told himself as he left the small bathroom. 
 
    The letterbox in the front door behind him clattered just as he turned away from the bathroom, frightening him into a small yelp of surprise. The voice of the postman carried through the door. 
 
    “Morning Mr. Baillie, bills again this morning.” 
 
    And there were bills. 
 
    Gas and telephone on the same day? Shit! Time to increase the overdraft again. 
 
    There was also advertising, exhorting the benefits of life insurance, ladies handbags, the Socialist Workers Party and the forthcoming jumble sale at St Patricks’ primary school. 
 
    Mentally noting the date of the sale, always good for second-hand paperbacks, he consigned everything except his newspaper and the bills into the large black plastic bag, ready and waiting to be taken out of the bin. Some time. 
 
      
 
    The bus was late so Brian had plenty of time to ponder on why he queued at the stop every morning rather than drive himself. He supposed that he wanted to mix with people and not sit locked in his car, removed from the hubbub of life. 
 
    Once he got on the bus the drone of conversation from behind him made him think, not for the first time, that maybe he should get his car out of the garage more often. 
 
    The woman was, as usual, using her time on the bus as a sounding board for her conversations of the day. 
 
    “Is this weather not just terrible, all this rain and wind? I don’t think we’ve had three good days together all summer. I hope the autumn’s a wee bit better. It’ll have to be, or else none of the vegetables will come up. When I was younger it was never as wet as this. Personally I think it's them atomic bomb tests that’s done it.” 
 
    She stopped to catch breath. 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    Her husband, engrossed in his morning newspaper grunted a reply but she took it for assent and, almost without a break, started again. 
 
    “Auld Missus Dunlop died last night, Margaret down at the shop was telling me, just dropped off during Coronation Street. Well she had a good innings anyway, eighty-five she was, and never missed a night at the bingo. Never missed Coronation Street either for that matter. I suppose she must have died happy.” 
 
    Next to her, her husband grunted again but this time Brian guessed he’d had enough for one morning. He stood up, grunted one last time and made his way down the bus. 
 
    She wasn’t finished yet though. Brian had discovered over the last six months that she always wanted the last word. 
 
    “And don’t you be going into that pub on the way home. If you’re not in by six o’clock you won’t get any tea.” 
 
    This elicited just one more grunt from the small man before he left the bus, leaving Brian undisturbed to catch up on Saturday’s football results. He often used his fifteen minutes on the bus to read his newspaper, but today he found it difficult to concentrate. 
 
    The headlines didn’t make it any easier. Yesterday it had been cattle mutilations...today it was an escaped psychopath…KERR ON THE RUN, the headline shouted in bold type…more titillation for the bored masses. His attention wavered, mostly due to his hangover but also partly due to his dreams of the night before. 
 
    His dreams of late had been troubled, not just populated with current acquaintances, but with friends and relatives both alive and dead. 
 
    He spent his dream-time wandering through strange scenes, like one-act plays but with no posh BBC type linkman to tell him what was happening, no titles to let him know who the cast were. 
 
    He felt vaguely aware that he was not sleeping too well. He had dim memories of half waking most nights, punching his pillow into submission. Once or twice he’d woken to voices, shouting almost, before he realized that it was him that was making the noises. Along with that, his sheets and duvet seemed to do a lot of traveling during the nights. 
 
    Last night had been particularly harrowing, as the dreams had concerned his late father. 
 
    Tom Baillie had been a large man. His face, round, white and smooth creased into a patchwork of large irregular shapes when he smiled, his eyes all but obscured by rising cheekbones meeting falling epicanthic folds. 
 
    This transformation paled when compared to that when he opened his mouth, tossed back his head and laughed, a great hearty bellow from the region of his stomach. 
 
    He could be imagined at a medieval banquet, calling for more ale, bashing a pewter mug on the table while cradling a wench or two in the crook of one massive arm. 
 
    At least, that was how Brian remembered him. In his dream however, the laughter had been harsher, eyes blinking pig-like from a red face with an expression more suited to a Roman Emperor attending a slaughter. All sense of humor had left this man, leaving behind a sly predatory cunning, laughing at others trouble. 
 
    Brian could still remember the dreams’ mocking laughter and wondered, not for the first time, if he wasn’t perhaps working himself too hard. 
 
      
 
    The school, although only fifteen years old, looked like it was in a state of terminal decay. 
 
    Large swathes of the walls were liberally daubed with graffiti, windows were broken and holes had been punched into the concrete with a wide variety of blunt instruments. It had been built to replace three separate local schools, becoming a catchment area for children from almost a ten-mile radius. 
 
    Brian remembered the day it had opened up. It had been his first day as a third-year pupil, the year where you have to make decisions that could affect the rest of your life. He could remember that time clearly. 
 
    The previous year he had done well in both sciences and languages and had to decide between them soon. He wavered between the two, some days wanting to be a scientist, to discover the secret of old age perhaps or a cure for the common cold. Alternatively he could stick with the languages and become a politician capable of uniting the world. To say that he’d been an idealist would be a bit like saying that Jesus Christ was religious. 
 
    Back then the place had the antiseptic feel of a hospital but it hadn’t taken fifteen hundred kids long to turn it into something which more resembled a bomb site. 
 
    The brush of a football against his leg brought him back to the present. A small group of boys ran past him, screaming, chasing a ball that was little bigger than an orange. 
 
    Elsewhere in the playground small knots of pupils had formed...the same groups of like minds that formed in schools everywhere. 
 
    Brian knew that there would be other small knots in places he couldn’t see...the smokers, the shy, and, worst of all, the solvent abusers. He said a silent prayer that the really heavy drugs hadn’t found their way to this part of Scotland yet...the glue sniffers were bad enough. 
 
    Brian remembered his own ‘experiments’ during his late school days and early on at university. The time spent watching his face melting in a large bathroom mirror…petrol pumps which had to be pounded into submission with fence-posts before they had a chance to terrorize the countryside and, even less coherent than that, the white stag on the hill with the cold blue eyes, disdainfully watching him trip and tumble on his way home from ‘magic mushroom’ hunting. 
 
    Was glue sniffing like that? 
 
    He had always considered his drug taking as experiences, broadening his understanding of the world around him. The kids at the school with their faces pushed into old polythene bags seemed content only with contraction, shutting out everything but the buzz from the glue. 
 
    On one occasion he had caught three glue sniffers in the act. After relieving them of bottles and plastic bags, and after several threats of bodily violence, he had asked them why they did it. 
 
    The only coherent reply had been brief. 
 
    “Well, it makes ye forget, ye know, makes all this shit go away for a while.” 
 
    While not condoning their action, Brian could see their point. Fifteen and sixteen-year-old kids, kept at school against their wishes and with little prospect of a job when they eventually left, could see little hope ahead in their future. Apathy had become the order of the day. 
 
    He had to push past a recalcitrant knot of sullen girls to get to the main corridor. They shouldn’t have been there, but he just didn’t have the energy to move them on. 
 
    The teachers’ coffee room was noisier than most of the classrooms, the bulk of the chatter being generated by a knot of modern language teachers congregated around the only kettle. The rest of the room was gainfully employed infusing their bodies with the days’ first dose of nicotine. 
 
    Brian managed to wrest the most comfortable chair from the fat tabby cat sleeping there and took out his Guardian newspaper. He knew that the ‘blue rinse set’ had him marked down as a left wing reactionary so reading the Guardian merely reinforced their view. 
 
    One of these days he would treat them to a “Hang ‘em and bash ‘em” speech, just to see how many mouths fell open in amazement. 
 
    “Morning Brian, and how are we today, then?” 
 
    Every morning his reading was interrupted in the same way. 
 
    Tom Duncan was the nearest thing Brian had to a friend in the school. A small fat scruffy man, Tom was the butt of most of the cruel jokes circulated amongst the pupils. Looking at him, it wasn’t difficult to see why. 
 
    Tom’s wife had died in a road crash four years previously and since then he had turned increasingly to drink. His personal habits had also gone downhill and most days he wore the same clothes...a scruffy red cardigan, a pair of badly worn corduroy trousers, and a very old shirt, gray at cuffs and collar. Alongside the slow decay of his clothes, he hadn’t trimmed his mustache properly for a long time, giving him the look of a down at heel walrus. 
 
    Today Brian noticed that Tom hadn’t shaved over the weekend, making him look even more of a down and out. He would have to give him one of his lectures again, otherwise Tom’s job wouldn’t last much longer, but there was genuine warmth in his voice as he greeted his friend. 
 
    “Oh I’m fine, Tom, but you don’t look too hot. Had a rough weekend?” 
 
    The older man started to laugh but stopped quickly when it turned into a wheezing cough. 
 
    “Rough? You would never believe it. But I don’t want to talk about it in here with all these sweetie wives listening.” 
 
    Brian looked around and noticed that the knot of teachers around the kettle were trying too hard to look as if they weren’t listening in to the men’s conversation. He turned back in time to hear Tom’s next question. 
 
    “Can I see ye in the pub at dinnertime?” 
 
    “Dinner time?” Brian replied. “Would you not be better off having something to eat?” 
 
    Tom almost laughed again, then seemed to think better of it. 
 
    “I’ll get a roll in the pub. Listen, I really need to talk to you. It’s important. I’ve got to go. I’ve got 3D for Religious Studies and if I don’t get there on time the wee bastards will have broken the desks up to make clubs. I’ll see you in the pub?” 
 
    Brian watched the older man thread his way through the knot of teachers and allowed himself a grim smile as he saw them stand back as if Tom carried some strange infectious disease. 
 
    Going to the pub at lunchtime was something Brian had been trying to cut down on since leaving University. On more than a few occasions a quick pint had turned into two or three, then six or seven and before you knew it, it was eleven o’clock and they were throwing you out. 
 
    Today however, although he’d tried to dissuade Tom, he thought that a pint or two might be a good idea. 
 
    But first he had to negotiate 4C. Trying to teach biology to fifteen-year-olds must be one of the toughest subjects. Almost every topic in the syllabus had an item that had something to do with fertilization or impregnation or conception, bringing with them giggles, jokes and general mayhem, not to mention the questions designed to embarrass the teacher. Brian always felt drained after these classes. 
 
    The more he thought of it, the better the idea of a pint at lunchtime became. 
 
    The morning passed quietly for Brian. The kids seemed to be subdued, their thoughts on something else. He got the feeling that every time he turned his back notes were being passed. 
 
    He even managed to get through the subject of asexual reproduction in amoebae without a single giggle. On his way to the pub he hoped that the afternoon would be equally as quiet. 
 
      
 
    Once his eyes became accustomed to the darkness of the bar, Brian could make out Tom in his usual position at the far end. It looked like being another of Tom’s ‘sessions’. He could only have been there for ten minutes at most but he already had an empty pint glass in front of him. 
 
    “Hello, Brian. How about a pint then?” the older man said, and Brian was dismayed at the weariness in his friend’s voice. He wanted to reach out and hug Tom, but showing affection to other men was a dangerous thing to do in a pub in this town. 
 
    “Aye, all right, but only one mind, I’ve got a lot on this afternoon.” 
 
    Both men were quiet as the barman poured two pints from the tap just in front of them. 
 
    “Come on and sit over in the snug,” Tom said. “I need some heat in my bones. I’ve been feeling the cold a lot recently.” 
 
    The pub had not changed since Brian had first visited it many years ago. He had been sixteen at the time and didn’t know what to order. Dave, the present barmen had been there even then. 
 
    He had taken pity, albeit illegally, on the boy and let him buy a round with his mates. 
 
    The linoleum Brian and Tom were walking on was exactly the same, just in a much more faded condition. The pool table had a new baize cloth, the jukebox and video games were new models but to Brian’s eyes nothing else had changed. The smoke still hung in the air, there was a slight but unmistakable smell of urine and the beer still got him drunk. 
 
    Much of Brian’s late youth had been spent in this bar, honing his pool playing skills, trying unsuccessfully to chat up the scarce female customers and trying to avoid confrontations with the locals who had a chip on their shoulders about students. There were more than a few of them Brian remembered. On several occasions it had come to blows and he had heard that there was still some bad feeling, but as a school teacher Brian was what was known as a respected member of the community and he had even had some of his previous antagonists buy him drinks. It was a strange old world. 
 
    Apart from the two of them there were only three other people in the bar and they were all in the alcove at the far end, clustered around the pool table. It was quiet and cool and the beer tasted so good that Brian thought he could happily spend the rest of the afternoon letting oblivion take him away. 
 
    Tom just sat and stared into his pint for a while, fiddling with a box of matches before finally deciding to light a cigarette. Brian realized that whatever was bothering him was hard to talk about and helped him on with a little prompting. 
 
    “So what was so bad about your weekend then? You didn’t go to the Bowry again did you? I’ve told you before to stay clear of that place on a weekend.” 
 
    Tom didn’t even look up from his beer as he replied. 
 
    “No. No, it’s got nothing to do with the drink. I don’t know where to start. You know that my wife died four years ago? Aye, I suppose I’ve bent your ear often enough about it.” 
 
    Tom paused to take a long sip from his drink. He wiped the excess foam from his bushy mustache. Suddenly Brian realized that he really didn’t want to hear this story; he had the feeling of standing over a precipice as a cold wind got up at his back. He was about to try to break the mood when Tom started to speak. 
 
    Brian sipped his pint as the monologue started. 
 
    “It was on Saturday night. Late on...must’ve been nearly midnight. I was well on...you ken how it is. Anyway, I found myself up on the moor road. It was a fine night...a clear sky, and not too cold. Just as well really...I would have frozen my bollocks off otherwise. 
 
    “I was coming to my senses slowly...too much whiskey and not enough to eat. There was some trouble with my eyes...everything looked misty. I shook my head to clear it, but the mist stayed right where it was. And then it got worse. It was fine, drizzly kind of stuff, and it started at my feet, creeping up my legs. And that’s when I heard the voice.” 
 
    He stopped talking to take another sip from his beer and it was long seconds before he started again. The bar seemed to have fallen silent and, although there were others less than ten yards away, Brian was only aware of Tom as he continued. 
 
    “Tommy. That’s what I heard. A woman’s voice...no, not just any woman. It was Jessie’s voice. Over and over again...just that one word.” 
 
    He stopped as his voice broke and tears ran freely down his cheeks. Brian leaned forward and clapped his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “Come on Tom. Don’t punish yourself like this.” 
 
    Tom shrugged Brian’s hand off. 
 
    “No Brian. It wasn’t the drink talking. I’m sure it was Jessie. I wandered about in that fog for a long time but I couldn’t find her...I just kept hearing her voice. I think I cried for a while, and when I finally got my act together the mist had gone. I waited nearly all night...I was knackered in the morning...but she never came back.” 
 
    Tom stared into his drink for a long time and Brian felt that he should be saying something, something practical and level headed. But all he could do was sit and watch his friend crying over his beer. 
 
    Later, as they made their way back to the school Brian noticed how pale his friend looked. He would have to give Tom a lecture again, and soon. But for now he merely kept up a constant flow of chatter, a smoke screen to keep Tom’s mind away from what it really wanted to be thinking of. 
 
      
 
    Later that evening Brian was in the process of getting comprehensively beaten at chess by Bill Reid, the local Presbyterian Minister. 
 
    Brian and Bill had first met at a Parent-Teacher meeting about six months previously and had discovered a mutual liking for the game...in Bill’s case it was more of an obsession. Since that night they had met every Monday evening to drink some fine malt whiskey, play some chess and discuss the current woes of the world. So far the games had all been one sided, with Bill coming out on top every time. Recently however Brian had been doing some reading and was honing up on the Sicilian Defense...Bill’s favorite opening. 
 
    Pretty soon Bill would have to use a different opening or risk defeat. Brian was looking forward to that day. 
 
    Tonight he thought he’d cracked it but his memory failed him at a crucial move and he missed a game winning chance. The match ended with a long bout of endplay and Bill finishing ahead yet again. 
 
    Bill’s main room in the Manse was the kind of room that Brian had always wanted for himself but could never afford on his teacher’s salary. Three of the walls were wall to wall bookcases filled with history and theology books but with one of the bottom shelves devoted to Bill’s secret vice...detective novels. 
 
    The fourth wall was what made the room special for Brian. It consisted of a large five-paneled bay window of leaded glass with a view out over the town to the hills beyond. Many of the nights which Brian had spent here were taken up by sitting watching the sun going down behind the hills, a glass of good whiskey in his hand and his body resting in a fine old leather armchair. 
 
    “I know I’ve told you this before Bill,” he said, “But you’re a lucky man to have a room like this. I’d give my back teeth for one like it.” 
 
    “Aye, you’ve told me before,” the Minister replied. “But I don’t think the Church of Scotland is too keen on providing bachelor pads for schoolteachers with dangerous left wing politics. You know what a bunch of fascists we are.” 
 
    Bill never missed a chance to provoke Brian about his views on the established religions and never forgot Brian’s outburst when told of Bill’s visit to South Africa some years before the fall of apartheid. 
 
    It was from that conversation that Brian’s use of the term ‘the fascist church’ had caused Bill to laugh so much that Brian had almost hit him. 
 
    Brian recognized Bill’s attempt to start yet another discussion on politics but Tom’s confession at lunchtime had upset him and he needed to talk to someone about it. Bill seemed to be the obvious choice, being the same denomination as Tom and, as Brian knew from previous conversations, having an open mind on most matters related to the occult. 
 
    “No, not tonight Bill. No politics. I’ve got something I need to talk to you about. But before I start, could I have some more of that expensive whiskey of yours?” 
 
    Bill went to the decanter and poured a generous measure for Brian and a slightly smaller measure for himself. 
 
    Brian let him settle in his chair before starting. 
 
    “Before I say anything, this has got to be confidential. It could be nasty for the person involved if this gets out.” 
 
    “Aye, anything you say Brian. I’ll kid on that I’m a Catholic priest in confessional. Any sins to declare?” 
 
    Brian laughed loudly. 
 
    “Plenty, but none I’m willing to tell you about. The next thing I’d know everybody at the Parents Teachers would know about it. No, this is serious. Put on your serious face.” 
 
    Bill did as he was told with such solemnity that Brian came very close to spraying a mouthful of whiskey on the window while laughing. 
 
    When he had calmed down sufficiently, he told Bill about Tom Duncan. 
 
    Bill had sat quietly through Brian’s explanation, hands clasped in front of him and when he finally spoke it was in a low, serious tone. 
 
    “I think old Tom is seriously disturbed. I believe a doctor is more what he needs.” 
 
    It wasn’t the reply that Brian had expected. 
 
    “Okay, Bill, I take your point. But you yourself, just two weeks ago, expressed a belief in life after death. Don’t….” 
 
    He got interrupted before he could get any further. 
 
    “Aye. I believe in life after death. But I also believe in God, Heaven and all that other “fascist church stuff” that spiritualists have turned their backs on.” 
 
    Bill was getting agitated, his face reddening. 
 
    “And haven’t you said yourself that immortal souls must have something better to do than come back to dark rooms and push an empty glass about? No Brian, I firmly believe that a belief in ghosts and all its associated paraphernalia like Ouija boards, ectoplasm and messages from Auld Auntie Mary is the work of the devil.” 
 
    Brian interrupted this time. 
 
    “Aye. John Knox would be proud if he could see you now.” 
 
    Bill looked at him angrily then suddenly burst into loud guffaws of laughter. 
 
    “Thanks, Brian; I was getting a wee bit over the top. No, you hit a nerve. I always go off like that at the mention of the occult. But it’s funny that you should bring up the subject tonight. I’ve been hearing some strange things on my rounds this past few weeks, people having nightmares, things going bump in the night and two or three maintaining that they’d seen ghosts of people who’ve died recently in the town. I think the town’s getting a wee bit hysterical. Personally I blame old Sandy.” 
 
    “Old Sandy? You mean the little, wizened fellow with the long beard? The one that looks like a beat up garden gnome? Surely he couldn’t have anything to do with it?” 
 
    Brian had seen the old man in the pub...he had looked completely harmless, and more than a little sad. 
 
    “Oh, not directly,” Bill said. “But he stirs up things with his story telling. He knows a lot about the history of this area and he claims to be psychic...sees ghosts around every corner so I’m told. If you want an evening’s entertainment just get him alone sometime in the pub, buy him a few drinks and he’ll talk your ears off for hours. But all this is by the bye. What about Tom? Do you want me to have a word? Convince him that he’s not going to burn in hell, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Brian tried not to look too grateful while replying. 
 
    “That might be a good idea. He’s got a high opinion of Ministers, although if they’re all like you I can’t see where he got it from.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere Brian. In this case it will get you beat at chess yet again. You set up the board, I’ll get the whiskey.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom Duncan never made it through the day. By six o’clock he was in Glasgow, losing himself in the crowds. Time came and went in an alcoholic haze before he finally surfaced out of it leaning across a rail on the suspension bridge across the Clyde, vomiting his evening’s drinking into the black moonlit water below. 
 
    It had been thinking of Jessie that did it…he always got drunkest when he thought of her. 
 
    He’d met her at a dance when he’d been on the wagon. She’d been impressed...he’d been the only sober man who’d asked her to dance all night. Their courtship had been short; they both realized that they were good for each other. There had only been one fall from the wagon in all the years they were married; that had been just after Jessie’s miscarriage. 
 
    He had gone to the hospital and been told that the baby was dead and that they would never be able to have any more. He’d gone in, held Jessie’s hand, told her he loved her and then gone out and found the nearest pub. 
 
    That time he’d come to two days later with no memory at all of where he’d been, lying face up in the middle of a field surrounded by his own waste and several empty whiskey bottles. He’d made his way home to find that Jessie had already got there before him. She didn’t shout, didn’t swear, just cleaned him up and put him to bed. 
 
    He didn’t have another drink until she died. 
 
    The vomiting had stopped, but before he moved on Tom stood there for another ten minutes, his tears twinkling down into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Jock Dickie was getting drunk…not slowly or quietly but at the rate of a pint of heavy and a whiskey every quarter of an hour. Most of the regulars in the pub knew of Jock’s habits. About once a month he took the urge to cut himself off from the world and his pattern was always the same. At around nine he’d pick a fight, probably with one of the younger lads who were playing pool. 
 
    At ten he’d become maudlin and relate, to anyone within range, how he’d nearly made it big and would have done it if hadn’t been for ‘That fucking cow of a wife’ that he’d had to marry when he was twenty. At eleven he’d leave the pub, usually knocking some tables over on the way, heading for the chip shop and then to wend his slow way home. 
 
    Some of the regulars also knew that in the morning his wife would be wearing long-sleeved, high-necked clothes and probably dark glasses as well. 
 
    A few had thought of doing something about it, but all were intimidated by the sheer physical presence of the man, whose feats of strength while working in the brickworks were almost legendary. 
 
    On this Tuesday night he seemed to be heading faster than ever into his black mood and by seven-thirty was already abusing some of the younger clients. 
 
    “Just who the fuck dae you think you are. Fucking students, living off the fucking taxpayers’ money then coming in here and spending it all on fucking drink and pool. I don’t pay ma taxes for you to come in here and piss it all away.” 
 
    “Come on, Jockie,” said a small thickset man at the bar, “Leave the boys be. They’re not doing any harm. Besides, you and I both know that you haven’t paid any taxes since you started working on the coal delivery.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. And just you stay out of this you wee fart. These wankers are always in here and they annoy me, with their posh voices and their fucking diet lager. A bunch of poofters that’s all they are. A bunch of fucking poofters.” 
 
    His voice trailed off into mumbled ramblings, leaving the man at the bar happy but knowing that flash point wouldn’t be far away. 
 
      
 
    Brian had taken Bill Reid’s advice from the night before and had cornered Sandy as he had entered the bar. 
 
    At first the old man didn’t want to talk, but Brian had explained that the Minister had mentioned Sandy’s ‘experiences’, and asked if he’d ever encountered anything locally. He began to regret that he’d ever asked. 
 
    Sandy was a natural storyteller, always spinning the story out just the right amount, always saying slightly more than you wanted to hear, but never enough to make you stop listening. 
 
    His deep blue eyes got a faraway look, as if focusing on some long past scene and his hands moved in front of his chest, seemingly trying to mold the story from thin air. 
 
    “Well there I was, all alone in the grounds of the big house, the sun just going down and a thin fog around my ankles. I’ve stood in many places in my time. Just waiting for that wee squeal when the trap gets the rabbit, but this was different, I could tell something was going to happen. I can always feel these things in my bones. 
 
    “Not that my bones were as bad back then. No…this was nearly forty years ago...I was a fine man in my day.” 
 
    Sandy took a long gulp of whiskey and Brian winced. If the old man was going to drink at that rate then this could prove to be a very costly tale. He had to force himself to concentrate as the old man continued. 
 
    “The Hansen House had been empty for a couple of years...since the men in the white coats left. Do you ken that story?” 
 
    Brian didn’t even understand the question, and he must have looked blank. 
 
    “No,” Sandy went on. “There’s no’ many that ken that one. Old man Dickie could have helped you, but he’s passed away. I’ll save that one for another time. So where was I?” 
 
    He took another gulp at the whiskey and his eyes suddenly seemed to focus somewhere else. 
 
    “As I said...it was just getting dark. I’d set my wee traps, and it was just a matter of waiting. I wasn’t afraid of getting caught...the land was government property and they didnae employ a gamekeeper. Nobody would bother me. Or so I thought. 
 
    “I was watching the stars come out. Back then the nights were a lot clearer...there were few of these damned streetlights to pollute the sky. Anyway, I wasnae paying attention...that’s how he must have managed tae get past me. The first time I saw him he was on his way up tae the big house. 
 
    “He was a big fellow...broad shoulders and a stiff back. I thought at first one of the Army men had come back. 
 
    “But he wasnae dressed like an army man; he wore a checked working man’s shirt and a pair o’ heavy corduroy trews. It had tae be somebody fae the town, but I didnae recognize him. He went into the house and I went back to waiting for my rabbit.” 
 
    “Now you might think that I lacked a wee bit of curiosity, but back then I was keeping myself tae myself. If somebody wanted tae wander about the Hansen House that was his business. 
 
    “Everything went quiet again, then the rabbit walked right into my wee trap. I had just lifted it up, its wee body trembling in my hands, when I heard the scream. 
 
    “I nearly dropped the poor creature. I was surely as terrified as it was. The scream was like something frae hell...a long high howl o’ despair. It fair curdled ma blood.” 
 
    Sandy paused to take another sip of his double whiskey, getting perilously close to the bottom of the glass, and took a quick furtive look around the bar. When he resumed talking he lowered his voice to a whisper. 
 
    “The scream went on for a long time, then it was cut off, sharpish. The quiet that followed it was even worse if anything. The wee rabbit and I just looked at each other, and I’ve never felt more like running in my life. 
 
    “But I was hungry, and the rabbit was all I had. I had just grabbed its head and was about tae twist its neck when I felt a cold hand on my shoulder. I turned and looked into the face of the big man I had seen earlier. His eyes were blazing red, as if lit by the very fires of hell.” 
 
    Sandy stopped, waiting for the reaction he always got at this point. Brian duly obliged. 
 
    “And? Come on, Sandy, you can’t just stop there. What happened next?” 
 
    Sandy smiled. 
 
    “Nothing. I must have passed out. The next thing I knew it was morning and I woke up from sleeping in the shade of the tree stump as if nothing happened. I was as weak as a baby for days and I never went near that house again. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, that I must have dreamt it. But if you hold on till I get us a drink, I’ll tell you what I found out later about the house.” 
 
    Sandy left to go to the bar, leaving Brian wondering what else was wandering in the old man’s brain. 
 
    While Sandy was at the bar Brian was also wondering why he’d spent so much time recently listening to strange tales from older men in bars. 
 
    It used to be that he thought older people were always worth listening to so that you could benefit from their experience but was it worth it if you found that they were just as confused about life as you were? 
 
    He realized that he was trying to rationalize Tom’s story from the previous day but wasn’t all this stuff about the supernatural just a bit morbid? 
 
    He felt disappointed that Sandy’s story, although firmly believed by Sandy himself, seemed to be a dream and resolved to hear the old man out, buy him a drink and then get to bed and forget this whole occult bit as soon as possible. 
 
    Sandy returned from the bar with a pint for Brian and what looked like another double whiskey for himself. Brian waited till he had sat down then tried to prize out the rest of Sandy’s story. 
 
    “Okay then, what did you find out about the house?” 
 
    “Well, at that time I was keeping friendly with the widow woman who was running the library. You know what it’s like. Anyway, she knew an awful lot about the history of the town and stuff like that so I asked her what she knew about the house. 
 
    “Aye, she was smart for a woman was Mrs. Brown. I remember the time…” 
 
    Brian sensed another long story coming on. 
 
    “Come on, finish your story. You can tell me about your sex life some other time.” 
 
    “All right, all right, I was just remembering. Can an old man no’ get to remember sometimes? 
 
    “As I’ve already said, she knew an awful lot of stuff did Mrs. Brown. She told me a lot about the Hansen House.” 
 
    The old man paused, a wide grin splitting his features. 
 
    “If you thought the last story was strange, just wait till you hear this one. 
 
    “It starts back in the early 1800’s, when the house was getting built. At that time the population of the town was all miners, and the owner of the mines, Gerald Hansen, wanted a big house up on the hill. So he got the workers tae help build the house. 
 
    “Now, when they were putting in the foundations, they came upon a cave. Remember, these were men who spent their lives down the pit...they were used tae the dark and they were hard, afraid of nothing. But they found something down under there that scared the shit out of them, and they would never talk tae anybody about what it was they had found. 
 
    “They went on strike and refused tae have anything more to do with it, even though they lost all their wages, and the owner had tae ship people in fae as far as Edinburgh tae get his house built. 
 
    “No that he got any pleasure oot o’ it. He went mad less than a year later and was put away. 
 
    "And ever since then everybody that has ever stayed there has gone mad...even those Army men who used it as a shelter during the war. Old man Dickie once told me that you would nae get him back in that house for all the tea in China.” 
 
    He stopped and smiled at Brian. 
 
    “Now is that the kinda thing you wanted tae hear Mr. Teacher man?” 
 
    “Come on, Sandy. Is that it? Some two-bit ghost story to keep the weans away from a derelict house?” 
 
    Sandy looked disgusted at Brian’s lack of faith, so much so that Brian felt guilty. 
 
    “Okay, I suppose you deserve another drink for your imagination. What’ll it be? Another double Grouse?” 
 
    “Aye, that’ll be fine,” the old man said. “But it’s no’ imagination teacher man. And there is definitely something going on in this town. So don’t you go and pass it off as imagination because if you do the shock could be all the worse when you discover the truth.” 
 
    “Aye maybe, but school teachers are supposed to keep superstition at bay.” Brian said with more than a trace of wistfulness. “I’d better be going. I might see you again on Friday or Saturday. Here.” 
 
    Brian left a ten-pound note on the table and picked up his jacket. 
 
    “Buy yourself a couple of drinks. They might dull your imagination.” 
 
    Sandy chuckled, making him look like a garden gnome again as he called after the teacher. 
 
    “Okay, come in and you can tell me one of your classy teacher’s stories. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    He got answered by the wave of a hand and then Brian was gone. 
 
    They were never to see each other again. 
 
      
 
    Tony Dickie was late. Late for his big scene. He’d never hear the end of it if he didn’t provide the promised trick, the one he’d learned the day before. He ran wildly down the long empty corridor, hands slapping on the walls for balance, and slammed heavily into Tom Duncan, his Maths teacher and the scourge of Tony’s young life. Tony winced, expecting the usual verbal lashing and cuff around the ear. Instead the teacher merely grunted and moved aside to let him pass. 
 
    Saying a silent prayer for his good luck he burst, a bundle of flailing arms and legs, into the boiler room. They were all waiting, silent. 
 
    Almost falling down the stairs he got carried by momentum into the center of the small circle of seven. 
 
    “Sorry…I…missed the bus…” 
 
    He was always apologizing recently...apologizing for getting good results in exams, apologizing for having two left feet when it came to playing football, but most of all apologizing for being late. 
 
    But football was the worst. There they would be, all lined up against the wall, peeling off as their names were called, until only one or two were left. Tony was always one of the ones who were left. 
 
    “Oh, all right, we’ll have, Dickie,” a voice would say. “He can always go in goal.” 
 
    And there he would stand, cold seeping into his hands until finally, dismayingly, a horde of screaming bodies would descend on him, heading the ball in front. 
 
    He tried, he always did, but the ball always slipped out of his hands at the crucial moment and he was always left crying. 
 
    But magic, ah yes, magic was a different story. 
 
    He noticed that they were all waiting for him. 
 
    “Okay, just get on with it. Do we have to do anything?” 
 
    This came from Isobel, his first ever object of desire, she of the jet-black hair and baby blue eyes. He blushed every time he had to speak to her and this little demonstration of his ‘magic’ was primarily for her benefit. 
 
    “I hope somebody brought the chairs.” 
 
    “Yea, they’re here. Come on, hurry up...the bell will be ringing soon.” 
 
    Nick Bayliss stepped aside, revealing two small chairs leaning against the boiler. Tony had now caught his breath properly and was just about ready to start but first he needed to set up the proper atmosphere. 
 
    Years ago Granddad had told him that atmosphere was all, and that without it the trick would fall flat as a pancake and he would be left looking like a duck’s arse. Tony had never seen a duck’s arse, but he imagined it to be pretty horrible. 
 
    Just wait till they see this trick, he thought, …then we’ll see who looks like a duck’s arse! 
 
    “C…could I have those two chairs,” he stammered, pointing with a shaking finger, “Over here in the middle of the floor facing each other.” 
 
    By the time the chairs had been positioned to his liking he had regained his composure completely and he stood silently in front of them, saying nothing, letting the tension build. 
 
    He looked around, meeting each one of them in the eye before finally settling on his accomplice. 
 
    “All right Ian, lie down over here across the chairs.” 
 
    Ian Brown, a tall but fat boy, looked around with an aggrieved expression. 
 
    “Why does it have to be me? I always get to do the stupid things.” 
 
    Ian was the class scapegoat. He was always the very last one chosen when it came to picking football teams, always the last one back from cross country runs and always, but always the brunt of the cruelest classroom jokes. Fortunately he was good-natured and had developed a resignation to his lot. He only really protested when, as now, he got called upon to be a guinea pig. He was also Tony’s friend, since Billy’s disappearance his companion in adversity against the whims of the other children. 
 
    Tony looked at him and smiled. He hoped his look would say all that he felt. That he chose Ian because he was his friend, and that he trusted him not to make a fuss, that he could share in the reflected glory once the trick was performed and the full scale of Tony’s talents was known. 
 
    But he couldn’t say it. For now he was the Magician and Magicians treated everyone else with disdain. That was something else Granddad had told him. 
 
    “Because you’re the biggest one here and this works better with big people. So just lie down and shut up or else we’ll never get this done before the bell.” 
 
    After finally getting Ian to lie down, Tony explained to the rest what they had to do, slowly, so that he could be sure they understood him. 
 
    “I want you to stand three on each side with one finger of each hand under Ian’s body. Space yourselves out, two at the legs, two at the waist and two at the shoulders. Then you’re all got to stay quiet and try not to think of anything except my voice. I’m going to say some sentences and I want you all to repeat them after me, but changing the word ‘looks’ to the word ‘is’. When I get to the word ‘illusion’ I want you to try lifting him, using only the tips of your fingers. 
 
    “Don’t try to force it; you’ll only break the spell. It only works if you listen to what I’m saying...you’ve all got to concentrate hard, okay?” 
 
    He looked around for confirmation and most of them were nodding. All that is, except one. 
 
    Tony’s heart sank when the dissenter turned to him, the big grin fixed in its usual place. 
 
    “I’ve seen this before. It never works unless everybody cheats. Is this your big new trick? I’m not staying here for this.” 
 
    Nick Bayliss was Tony’s rival for Isobel’s attention. Tony knew that if Nick left the rest of them would soon follow, he was that sort of a leader…the first to suggest anything which was liable to lead to trouble, the last to get caught. His mother said he was ‘tuppence short of a bob’ and Tony, although he didn’t understand, knew that it meant that Nick wasn’t one of life’s good guys. 
 
    He trusted his mum’s judgment but he couldn’t see what made Isobel so attracted to the boy. 
 
    He supposed it was something he might understand when he got older. 
 
    “All right then, if it doesn’t work, I’ll give you all ten pence each.” 
 
    “Ten pence? That’s not going to break your bank is it? If you want me to stay you’d better make it fifty at least.” 
 
    Nick was still grinning at him, that big crazy grin that meant he was onto a winner. Fifty pence was all that Tony had, and if his trick didn’t work he’d have to pay out over three pounds. 
 
    He was about to pull out when he caught Isobel looking at him, big black lashes fluttering. He felt a warm tingly feeling in his stomach and had to lower his eyes. There was no way that he’d back down with her watching him. 
 
    “Okay then, let’s do it.” 
 
    After they had placed themselves around the prone figure he started the chant. 
 
    “He looks pale.” 
 
    “He looks fat!” A low voice replied and they all burst out laughing. All that is apart from Tony. He was furious. 
 
    “Okay. If you’re not going to take this seriously, I’m off. I’ve got better things to do anyway.” 
 
    He looked around and felt a warm smile of pleasure inside which he daren’t let reach his face. 
 
    He had their attention again...he was the Magician once more. 
 
    There were several protests, not the least of which came from Isobel. He permitted himself one small smile as he looked across at her. 
 
    “All right then, I’ll try it again. But don’t blame me if this doesn’t work. I told you that you had to be serious for it to happen.” 
 
    He placed his hands on the side of Ian’s head, feeling the heat at his ears underneath the hair. 
 
    “He looks pale,” he began. 
 
    “He is pale.” 
 
    This time they all replied, not quite in unison but the atmosphere of the occasion was beginning to get through to them. Even Nick Bayliss looked like he’s started to take it seriously. 
 
    Tony permitted himself a quick glance at Isobel but her eyes were closed and she frowned in concentration. 
 
    “He looks ill.” 
 
    “He is ill.” Six voices replied. Nowhere existed except for that room, that moment. 
 
    It’s going to work, he thought, excitement rising in him. 
 
    By now they were all caught in the special atmosphere, so much so that no one noticed the whitening around the lips of the boy between their hands. 
 
    “He looks dead.” 
 
    “He is dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” whispered the head held tightly between Tony’s hands. 
 
    “Sshh!” Tony said, pressing his palms even tighter against the large boy’s ears. 
 
    “We are now entering the World of Illusion.” 
 
    Twelve fingers and one pair of hands lifted but found the body already afloat, bobbing upwards like a helium balloon on a piece of string. 
 
    Tony looked down the double row of faces, a triumphant smile on his face, a smile that was wiped out by the sight of Nick Bayliss. The older boy grinned widely, the same old manic grin, the one he always wore just as he was about to stomp all over you. Slowly, looking at Tony all the while, he removed his fingers from beneath the body. The grin never left his face. 
 
    Time slowed for Tony, like a projector running down. He had a bad taste in his mouth, the taste of cold metal. 
 
    Ian fell stiffly to the ground, head striking a corner of the large boiler with a crack. They all stepped back, first one then two steps and there was a moment of silence as they looked at the body at their feet. 
 
    Then Ian began to cry and the spell was broken. 
 
    “Come on.” Nick Bayliss said. “We’ll collect our money from Dickie tomorrow.” 
 
    The rest left, and Tony’s heart sank as he saw Isobel chatting with Bayliss on their way out. 
 
    She didn’t look back at him as he bent to help Ian. He didn’t even notice the fine mist that was beginning to seep in through the small window in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Come on Ian,” he said. “Let’s have a look at that head.” 
 
    The bigger boy sat up, still whimpering as Tony parted the hair at the back of his head and whistled. 
 
    “You’ve going to have a hell of a lump there.” He said appreciatively. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like a piece of shit,” Ian said and giggled. Tony joined him, relieved that his friend had come to no great harm. 
 
    He froze as a voice from the corner called his name. 
 
    “Tony,” it said, and he almost recognized it. 
 
    He turned towards the corner, looking over Ian’s left shoulder and only now saw the gray mist that obscured the shadows. 
 
    “Tony,” it said again, and a figure emerged out of the mist...a red-eyed figure from his nightmares. There was more flesh on the creature; red sinews and muscles showing under a paper thin, almost transparent skin…watery, almost pink, blood running sluggishly from a 
 
    weakly pumping heart, clearly visible between the ribs. 
 
    It all came back to him: the stone slab, the darkness of the cave, the still, lifeless body of his friend, the flight through darkness into the light. He stepped back as the creature moved towards him. 
 
    “Hey, Tony. What’s the matter?” Ian said as Tony stepped away.  
 
    Tony couldn’t speak, couldn’t scream, his throat was dry and locked tightly shut. He could only moan, wide eyed, as the taloned hands reached out and grabbed his friend by the shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The wind had dropped outside and, although the window was open, blue tobacco smoke hung in wispy layers at waist height. Although it was nearly eight-thirty the sky was only just beginning to lighten in the east, the onset of morning being delayed by the thick fog that hung over the valley. 
 
    Brian was trying to concentrate on his newspaper but his thoughts kept returning to Sandy’s story from the night before. He was brought out of his daydreaming by Margaret Brodie; the physical education teacher nicknamed ‘Jean’ by the bulk of the staff. He thought that Margaret was beautiful...five-foot-four feet of pure sex appeal. 
 
    He’d first really noticed her last year at a staff against pupils hockey match. Brian hadn’t played very well having spent the bulk of the game following Margaret’s legs around. There was something about short green hockey skirts that always got to him. 
 
    Today she wore her hair tied up, which was a pity. She had one of the fullest heads of hair he had ever seen, long, full of body and a deep auburn color that glowed in the sun and looked like smoke in the moonlight. 
 
    At one time Brian had harbored high hopes for his future with the hockey player. They had met a couple of times for drinks and she seemed to have enjoyed herself in his company but he had always got tongue tied when on the point of taking it any further. 
 
    That had all changed with the arrival of a new young PE teacher who had swept Margaret off her feet and who was now, as rumor had it among the pupils, ‘screwing her arse off’. 
 
    “Ah Brian,” she said as she approached, “The very man I wanted to see. Are you still all right for the guitar class after school? I’m afraid that I won’t be able to make it so if it’s okay by you, you’ll be on your own. Do you think you can cope?” 
 
    Brian had to force himself to concentrate, to drag his eyes higher than the level of her chest. 
 
    “Aye, I would think so Margaret. It’s not as if they’re a rough bunch and there are only six of them. I’ll teach them something calm and soothing. Neil Young, or an old folk song or two. That should quiet them down a bit...you know how much they hate my old hippy stuff.” 
 
    Brian had always had pretensions to being a musician since his own school days. When he realized that he couldn’t make his fingers move fast enough to pass as a rock guitarist he fell back on his first-learned tunes. From there he progressed through American Country rock, through blues and back to his present preoccupation, Scottish folk music. 
 
    He usually spent his Wednesday nights giving lessons to pupils but lately there had been getting to be fewer actual lessons in technique, most of the pupils having already caught up with his primitive style. Most often nowadays his time was spent teaching the youngsters new songs and preparing for his big event. 
 
    A four-piece folk group, including Brian, were practicing for their first live appearance at a local folk club in two weeks’ time. It would be a rush but he now thought that they would be ready in time. 
 
    “Oh and Margaret”, he called after her as she turned away. “Is there any chance of a drink after work tomorrow? There’s some things I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    He never got a reply, for at that moment waves of high-pitched screams echoed down the corridor. 
 
    For a long heartbeat they looked at each other before Margaret sprinted out of the room, closely followed by Brian. 
 
      
 
    The boiler room was full of small gaping faces; all arranged in tight circles around two figures in the center. Two chairs had been overturned and between them lay a young boy bleeding from a neck wound. 
 
    “Blood,” thought Brian, “That’s blood.” 
 
    Standing beside the rapidly growing pool was Tony Dickie, obviously the source of the screams. His face was bright red and he breathed in great gasps of air, looking set for a fresh bout. 
 
    Brian decided that it was time to do something, anything, so long as he got their attention away from the blood. 
 
    “For Christ’s sake get an ambulance somebody...and Margaret, get these kids out of here. Tony, you go with Miss Brodie here.” 
 
    The boy looked into space, oblivious to everything except the blood. 
 
    “Tony!” More forcibly this time, causing the boy to turn towards him, blue eyes wide in fear. 
 
    “Come on son, it’s all right, Ian will be okay, just go along with Margaret.” 
 
    The boy’s head shook violently from side to side. As Brian reached out to take his arm he bolted under the grasping arms of Margaret Brodie and off down the corridor, receding footfalls followed by the slamming of the heavy wooden door down at the far end. 
 
    Margaret made to follow, but Brian stopped her. 
 
    “Leave him be just now, we need to do something with Ian here, he’s losing an awful lot of blood. Go and call an ambulance.” 
 
    He tried hard to remember what little first aid knowledge he had. Were you supposed to move someone suffering from a neck wound? He knelt on the ground oblivious to the fact that the knee of his trousers was now in a pool of blood. 
 
    Looking up, he noticed that the boiler room was now empty and that Margaret was coming back down the small flight of steps. 
 
    “The ambulance is on its way, but they say that it could be ten minutes or so depending on the traffic. Is there anything we can do before that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe we should lift his head up or something. Anyway, we can’t just leave him lying there. Go and get a pillow or cushion or something and we’ll try putting it under his head.” 
 
    While Margaret was gone Brian looked around for clues as to what the boys had been doing and wondered if it had been an accident. He knew that Ian had been the scapegoat, but he couldn’t believe that twelve-year-olds would willfully injure one of their classmates in this way. 
 
    He realized that he would have to find Tony Dickie if he was to find out what had happened in this room. He knew the rest of the kids well enough to realize that they would clam up immediately and deny all knowledge of anything that had happened here. 
 
    Margaret reappeared at the door carrying a small cushion from one of the staff room chairs. 
 
    “I couldn’t find anything else. I tried to talk to Tom, but he’s stinking of drink. I think he’s started early.” 
 
    Brian took the cushion and laid it beside Ian. 
 
    He was never to forget the next few moments as he raised the boy’s head and discovered that it lolled in his hands, the fingers of his left hand sinking into the gaping hole in the boy’s neck. 
 
    He pulled his hand away sharply. 
 
    Margaret’s screams as Ian's’ head fell backward were counterpointed by the insistent “nee-naw-nee-naw” of the ambulance arriving in the courtyard outside. Brian knew already that they were too late as he leaned forward and pulled closed the boy’s dead eyelids. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur of images for Brian. The visit to the police station with Margaret crying on his shoulder. The questions as to why the children had been allowed into the boiler room in the first place, and the long and loud denials of the kids that any of them had actually been present. All of these seemed dreamlike and distant, his thoughts always returning to the dead boy’s head lolling backward and the sound of the ambulance echoing in his head. 
 
    The only person who knew what had happened in the boiler room was Tony Dickie, but the boy couldn’t be found. He had been home, his mother had confirmed that, but had left again almost immediately, and was not to be found in any of the children's’ known play areas. The police had several men out combing the surrounding countryside, anxious to find him because they had to know whether Ian’s death was due to an adult, or the result of some schoolboy maliciousness. 
 
    The headmaster had been distraught, worrying mainly whether the boy’s parents would sue the school for lack of supervision, and had ‘suggested’ that Brian and Margaret, as the two teachers directly involved, should stay away from the school for a week or so “just until this mess gets sorted out.” 
 
    Which was why, at four o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon, when he should have been taking the guitar group, he sat in the lounge bar upstairs from the bar he’d visited the night before, nursing his second double whiskey and holding Margaret Brodie’s hand. 
 
    This bar was a bit more up-market than the one downstairs...it actually had a carpet and chairs...but was no busier. Someone had obviously thought that lime green velvet was tasteful for the furniture, and had added a nice shag carpet for good measure. It was a pity that the carpet had to be navy blue. 
 
    A lone disco globe hung forlornly from the ceiling, a remnant from the days when this bar was used for Saturday night dances. Brian had attended many of them in his youth, back when a frantic grope in a doorway was the pinnacle of his ambition. More often than not though he had ended up blind drunk on a mixture of cider and vodka. Even now, years later, he couldn’t even take the taste of either...one whiff was enough to bring back the memory of vomit in his throat. 
 
    Brian and Margaret were the only customers and, after serving them, the bored barmaid had gone back to staring blankly into space, her only sign of life the robotic chewing as she masticated a piece of gum. 
 
    A large television set was set above the bar. Thankfully the sound was turned down...the last thing Brian needed right now was the frantic chatter of horse racing commentary. 
 
    Margaret was taking Ian’s death hard, and every few minutes she broke into another bout of weeping, her eyes red rimmed and bloodshot. She had hardly touched the brandy that he had brought her over half an hour ago, and it was now sitting on the table just out of her reach. 
 
    Brian reached into his pocket and removed his cigarette packet. He got as far as lighting up when Margaret stopped him. 
 
    “Please don’t, Brian. I think I’d be sick.” 
 
     “It wouldn’t show against the décor,” Brian said. He immediately regretted it as her face seemed to fall into itself and heavy tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “It’s just not fair,” she said for the second time in five minutes. “A wee laddie like that. And he was such a smart boy.” 
 
    She didn’t quite succeed in keeping the tremor out of her voice. 
 
    “You don’t think any of the rest of them would do it deliberately do you?” 
 
    She went straight on, not waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I mean, Tony Dickie wouldn’t do anything bad, he’s a harmless soul. A bit morbid maybe, but a lot of kids are like that.” 
 
    Brian interrupted her, desperately trying to get the subject away from Ian’s death. As he spoke he put the cigarette packet back in his pocket...having them on the table was just too much temptation and he didn’t want to do anything that might drive her away from him. 
 
    “How do you mean morbid? He’s been in my class for Elementary Biology, but I’ve never really noticed him much. He doesn’t ask many questions and keeps himself to himself a lot. I had him pegged for one of the middle orders...you know…bright but with no great drive to learn.” 
 
    At first he didn’t think she would answer. She searched the brandy glass as if it held the answer to all life’s great mysteries. 
 
    When she did start talking her voice was a dull monotone and for the first time Brian wondered if she was in shock. He was about to offer to take her home, but something in her words gripped him and made him pay attention. 
 
    “Oh, things like asking about ghosts and whether dead people could come back to life. I had his class for religious education the other day, and all they could talk about was ghosts and ghouls.” 
 
    Brian’s drinking arm stopped before it got his glass to his mouth but Margaret didn’t notice...she was lost in remembering. 
 
    “I think a couple of them had been playing with an Ouija board and they’d had the usual experience, you know the kind of thing…a few bits of possible information mixed in with stuff about your dear departed granny or some such.” 
 
    She paused, and in doing so seemed to really notice her brandy glass for the first time. 
 
    Leaning forward, she lifted her glass, and just at the same moment Brian gave in to an urge he’d been harboring for a few minutes, bent forward and brushed his lips softly across her cheek. 
 
    She sat up straight, not exactly shocked but almost spilling her drink. 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    Brian could feel the red heat of a blush move up from under his collar. He didn’t know why he had given in to the impulse...it wasn’t his usual style...but it had felt right at the time and he wasn’t about to apologize at this stage. Besides...she hadn’t rushed out of the room screaming, had she? Not yet anyway. He decided to brazen it out. 
 
    “Oh, I just felt like it. Anyway, to change the subject quickly. What about that drink I invited you out for?” 
 
    He held a hand up as if to fend off her expected protests. He felt callous, but a part of him realized that he might never get up the courage again if he didn’t at least try now. He pressed on. 
 
    “I know we’re having a drink just now, but this isn’t the best time for either of us to enjoy ourselves. Seeing as how we’ve been told to stay off work, we might as well make the most of it, so how about seeing me tomorrow night?” 
 
    She looked hesitant, but didn’t turn him down straight away, so Brian pressed on. 
 
    “Come on, Margaret, it won’t hurt. I’ll take you down the coast in my old banger; we’ll go to the pictures, then for a meal somewhere and watch the sunset from the top of a hill. I’ll promise not to make a pass at you until at least ten o’clock. How does that sound?” 
 
    This time he did get a laugh, along with a peck on the cheek, and an address to pick her up at, at seven. She drained her glass quickly, almost choking as the liquor went down. 
 
    “I’ve got to go. See you tomorrow,” she said. 
 
    Brian sat, bemused, as she picked up her coat and left, with a backward glance to smile at him. 
 
    He’d been expecting her to say no. 
 
      
 
    Tony had been running all morning and it felt like a week—a week running and hiding from his worst nightmare come true. But all the time he could feel those eyes, those blood-red eyes that seemed to see straight inside him. 
 
    He would never be rid of the sight as the fangs tore at Ian’s throat, the sound of the deep chuckle as the creature fed, the smell, hot and coppery, of Ian’s blood as it sprayed in a fine mist in the air of the boiler-room. 
 
    Now, finally, he had stopped running, not because he had got away, but because he didn’t know where else to go. He squeezed his small frame through the railings of the cemetery and headed for the church. 
 
    He was afraid. Not because it had spoken to him…no, it went deeper than that. 
 
    When Ian Brown was killed the pictures had unfolded in his mind like a video film, the images jerky and fast as if shot under a strobe. 
 
    Tony saw his mother, but as he’d never seen her before. She was naked, writhing languidly on the bed in his parent’s bedroom. The vampire was standing over her, its forked tongue sliding wetly between thin lips as it crouched over her body. The fangs slid out from a suddenly red mouth and a long white hand ran over his mother’s thigh, then her belly, and then her breasts. 
 
    His mother bucked under the hand and groaned in pleasure, bending her head back and offering her throat. The picture stopped, freeze frame, just as the fangs slid into the soft flesh. 
 
    The picture in his head had faded out and Tony found himself looking deep into those blood red eyes. And the creature had smiled; its bloodied fangs dripping a flow of red across its chin as it lowered its head once more to Ian’s neck. It was only after Tony found the energy to scream that the vampire stopped its feeding. Tony only looked away for a second...just long enough to register Ian’s body falling to the floor, but when he looked up the vampire had gone. A faint mist drifting in the corner of the room was the only sign that anything had been there and by the time the first footsteps sounded in the corridor behind him even that had dissipated. 
 
    After that, he had ran, ran until it felt that hot razors were sawing in his chest, until his breath tore pain out of him with every stride, ran until he stood, crying still, at the back door of his parent’s house. He had opened the door, slowly, praying that the dog wouldn’t bark, and slipped into the house and up the stairs. His heart had pounded hard as he felt under his mattress, and it gave a sudden lurch when his fingers met only space. But then he pushed his hand in further and met the rough leather of the old book he’s found back in the ruined Hansen House. 
 
    Then he ran again, not stopping until he got to the church. 
 
    Now he felt the book, sitting against his skin under his shirt. 
 
    He pressed his body against the wall and shivered as the first stars twinkled in the sky above him. 
 
      
 
    Sandy patted his pocket, just to make sure that the money was still in place. He smiled as he remembered his conversation with the teacher. Maybe he would see Brian again; he was sure that the story about the house had some mileage left in it yet, and the teacher seemed to be taking it all in. But then again, people always only heard what they wanted, and the teacher was an easy mark. 
 
    Good for a few more whiskeys yet anyway, he muttered to himself. 
 
    It was really so easy. Mix a few bits of truth with some wild speculation and Bob’s your uncle. Already he was working on the next phase of the story...the ‘researchers’ in the house during the war finding something unspeakable. 
 
    In reality it had only been an air raid shelter, but old Sandy had never let bald fact get in the way of a good story, and he wasn’t about to start now. Besides, the bit about the building of the house had been true enough, and the story about the poacher trapping the rabbit had been told to Sandy in the same pub only a couple of weeks ago. So Brian couldn’t complain too much if the rest was all in Sandy’s head, now could he? 
 
    Since his return to the town Sandy had taken to walking all of his old paths, ticking them off one by one in a mental notebook as he found out how much, or how little, remained from his childhood. 
 
    Before tonight he had been sorely disappointed. Most of his old haunts had either been demolished or “improved” out of all recognition. Even the house he had been born in had gone, replaced by a supermarket. The actual spot where he had been born was now in the middle of a bare expanse of tarmac...a fitting memorial for an anonymous life. 
 
    Not that Sandy was complaining...that was the way he wanted it. Nobody knew his business, and nobody cared what he did, which lent him a certain freedom in these increasingly regimented times. 
 
    The trip to the supermarket had stirred some memories though, which was why he’d made his way to the cemetery. 
 
    His mother’s grave was neat and well-tended, as were all the graves around him. But there were no flowers; no touches to show that anyone still remembered her, still cared. Hot tears ran from the corner of Sandy’s eyes before he turned away towards the church. 
 
    Being in the cemetery in the dark didn’t bother him. In all his travels, and despite all his stories, he had never yet had any proof of the existence of ghosts. And even if he had, he didn’t think that dead people had the power to hurt the living...not physically anyway. 
 
    He was just about onto the path out of the cemetery when something caught his eye, a gray shape moving amongst the stones. He started to call out, but his breath caught in his throat as a pair of blood red eyes turned their stare on him and held him. 
 
    And all around him the black rain fell. 
 
      
 
    Margaret Brodie was lying in the bath wondering whether she wanted to get herself involved with another loner. Especially after the last time. 
 
    The job in Finsburgh had been grabbed quickly after her last one had turned sour. The headmaster had taken a strong interest in her right from the start, making it plain that he wanted her. He was another loner, quiet and studious but she had found out the hard way that there was more to him. He liked to hit women. More to the point he liked to hit strong, self-sufficient women. Of course he’d denied it when she reported him, and it got to the stage where she either stayed and put up with him leering at her every day or resign. 
 
    She resigned. 
 
    What with that and the abrupt end to her most recent relationship she wasn’t sure if getting involved with another teacher was such a good idea. She decided as she got out of the bath that she liked him, she could be friends with him, but that was as far as it would go. 
 
    After a cursory rub down with a small towel, she retired, damp but warm, to her favorite room. 
 
    Margaret was proud of her house. She’d finally got enough money together for the deposit three months ago and, almost magically, the first place she’d gone to see turned out to be exactly what she was looking for. 
 
    The place had once been a miner’s cottage but the previous occupant had given it a complete going over, turning it into a comfortable home but retaining its old fashioned charm. 
 
    She was well aware that if the house had been nearer Glasgow the price could have been double what she paid for it so she thought herself very lucky. It was a little house on the outskirts of town. It sat back away from both the main street and the new bypass, with a small secluded garden and a view over the loch which, this early in the year, was often covered with a fine silvery mist which clung softly to the water like very fine silk. 
 
    She loved to sit at her window and watch the herons fishing as the sun went down over the hills. 
 
    As she sat once again in her large leather recliner staring out of the French windows across to the hills beyond she thought again of the night ahead. She still hadn’t made up her mind about Brian. She found him attractive in a little boy lost kind of way but was that enough to build a relationship on? 
 
    She forced herself to stop thinking about it. Brian hadn’t mentioned anything about a long-term relationship had he? Best just to play it as it came. If Brian tried to get too serious she’d just have to let him down...gently of course. 
 
      
 
    Thursday passed slowly for Brian. He awoke early but stayed in bed listening to the local radio station until eleven thirty when the mid-Atlantic accent of “The Country Show” forced him out of the bedroom and into the kitchen for coffee. 
 
    He tried telephoning Tom Duncan to tell him about his talk with the Minister. But the prim and proper Miss White, the school receptionist, coolly informed him that Mr. Duncan had not been in and, if the headmaster had anything to do with it, Mr. Duncan would not be returning. 
 
    She also said a few things about teachers who allow little boys to get hurt in school time and also those who spent their leisure time in pubs instead of healthy pursuits. She didn’t say which healthy pursuits she had in mind, but Brian was sure that, in Miss White’s case, they didn’t include anything remotely resembling sex. Unfortunately she had rung off before Brian could test his theory. 
 
    Tonight’s date with Margaret would be the first time he’d taken a woman out since his split up with Fiona three years ago. 
 
    He’d carried the emotional scars around with him for a long time, shunning female company and spending a lot of time with Tom Duncan in various bars, when Margaret had arrived at the school he had found himself attracted to her. Now he felt as excited as a teenager on his first date and didn’t know what to do with himself in the hours until seven o’clock. 
 
    He thought about calling around for Margaret but knew that it would seem too pushy. He contented himself with fantasies about the forthcoming evening, deciding where he wanted to eat, checking the paper for films in the area, and trying on most of the clothes in his old wardrobe. 
 
    By four-thirty he got twitchy. By five-thirty he had checked his car out thoroughly, twice, changed his clothes three times and had three showers. 
 
    By six o’clock he was driving in the direction of Margaret’s flat, cruising around her block twice before deciding on a quick pint to calm him down. 
 
    At ten to seven he was knocked on Margaret’s door dressed in his neatest black corduroy trousers, white cotton shirt and black velvet jacket he had not worn since his final honors year dinner some years previously. 
 
    She had dressed for the occasion, a sweatshirt proclaiming “FEED THE WORLD” and a pair of jeans seemingly comprised wholly of patches. Her first words were predictable. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Brian, you are not taking me out in that old hulk are you?” 
 
    The item in question was Brian’s 1970 Citroen 2CV, a relic from his first ever summer job. 
 
    Although Brian had got very attached to it, most of his passengers never had a kind word. 
 
    He pretended to be hurt. 
 
    “You shouldn’t judge a car by its exterior. For all you know there could be a Formula one engine under that rusty body.” 
 
    She laughed…a delicious thing that sent a hot thrill to the pit of Brian’s stomach. 
 
    “A Formula One engine? Don’t make me laugh. I’ll be surprised if there aren’t pedals inside it.” 
 
    This provoked mock shock from Brian. 
 
    “Pedals! Pedals! What do you think I am, made of money? You’ll use the holes in the floor for your feet like everybody else. Anyway, do I get invited in for coffee or do we stand out here admiring my car all night?” 
 
    “Coffee? Oh no, we don’t have time for that if we’re to get to the La Scala for eight.” 
 
    “The La Scala?” 
 
    Realization hit Brian slowly. 
 
    “No Margaret, not James Bond, come on. I was hoping we could go to the Glasgow Film Theatre to see the old Jacques Tati movies.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to be indignant. 
 
    “Black and white? Dubbed or subtitled? I thought you were taking me out for a good time? After yesterday I think a little escapism would do me good, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Tony had seen the old man come into the graveyard and at the first sight of him had pushed himself tighter against the wall, willing his clothes to turn the same color as the stones around him. 
 
    But the old man seemed distracted, wandering aimlessly among the graves, muttering to himself and tugging at a long wispy beard. Tony almost laughed and felt he might be able to relax...just a little. And that was when the old man stiffened, as if hit by a sudden jolt of electricity. 
 
    Suddenly everything was quiet and still. Even the dark shadows under the trees seemed to have fallen quiet. 
 
    Away in the distance a train announced its arrival, but even the loud horn sounded distant and forlorn, its fading note echoing in his head long after the actual noise had passed. 
 
    A light mist rolled over the gravestones and fell in ever growing pools on the grass, pools of silver in the moonlight. Goosebumps ran the length of Tony’s arms and the air around him got cold, then colder still. 
 
    The old man seemed to be struggling, beads of sweat running down his cheeks, his leg muscles trembling violently, but Tony realized that he couldn’t move, rooted to the spot as a pair of blood red eyes shone out from the mist. 
 
    There was a strangled squeal, and Tony didn’t know whether it had come from himself or the old man, but all thought was driven from his mind as the vampire came out of the silver fog. 
 
    It was no longer frail, no longer a partially formed creature. Its body had filled and grown and its skin shone alabaster white as if lit with an inner glow. Long blonde hair flowed almost half way down its back and spread like a cape behind it. The moon glinted off fingernails that looked like burnished silver...razor sharp burnished silver. Its muscles stood out in sharp relief, pushing out against the skin in great knotted ropes and when it grinned its mouth was a gaping red maw filled with twin, three-inch fangs. 
 
    It moved quickly, swift and fluid like a great cat, covering the ground to the old man in two heartbeats, lifting the small body as if he was no more than a doll and raising his face to its eyes. 
 
    Something passed between them, something Tony couldn’t see, but he felt it all the same. Its head dropped to the old man’s throat and blood flowed darkly around the long fangs. The old man’s body relaxed then loosened even further, seeming to deflate. 
 
    The vampire looked up just once, its eyes now almost black in the dim light, its mouth a steaming pool of gore. It laughed…a great booming thing that shook the branches of the surrounding trees. 
 
    Tony saw the lust in its eyes as it bent once more to feed. He saw the fangs glint again and felt a scream begin to build inside his throat, a scream that he knew he wouldn’t be able to contain. 
 
    From the corner of his eye he caught a movement in the shadows, the glimmer of silver. He didn’t have time to turn. There was a low whistle as a missile moved fast through the air. The vampire screamed as a crossbow bolt sprouted from its neck, sending a new spray of blood onto the already-red flesh. 
 
    Something sailed past Tony...a fleeting glimpse of white that exploded as it hit the ground at the vampire’s feet and sent a cloud of powder into the air. 
 
    The creature screamed again, louder this time and began to rub vigorously at its eyes, its arms and its nostrils, clawing at its flesh with those silver talons, tearing strips of flesh from its body in long bloodless ribbons. A smell wafted through the night, and Tony tasted the unmistakable tang of garlic at the back of his throat. 
 
    Another bolt whistled across the clearing, taking the vampire in the shoulder just above its heart and bringing another scream, more of rage than of pain. The vampire tore the bolt from its flesh, the resultant hole welling immediately black with blood. 
 
    From the bushes to the left of Tony a man appeared, striding into the clearing, his long black overcoat flapping around his ankles. He was tall and thin, his gray hair showing silver in the moon. His eyes were in deep shadow, but his mouth was set in a grimace of determination. In his right hand he held a small hunting crossbow, and in his left a small white package. He raised his left arm and threw the package at the vampire. 
 
    Things happened fast after that. The vampire moved aside away from the missile, letting it explode over the body of the old man, moving almost faster than the eye could follow, but not fast enough to evade another crossbow bolt which embedded itself almost in the center of the creature’s chest. 
 
    “I’m getting closer you bastard,” the stranger shouted. “Next time it’s the heart.” 
 
    The vampire screamed again, so loud that Tony thought that his head might explode. It tore the new bolt from its flesh, hurling the missile back at the man in the overcoat. The man stepped aside almost nonchalantly, letting the bolt pass him by on the left-hand side, reloading the bow as he moved. 
 
    “This one ought to do it,” he said, and a smile spread across his face, a firm, flat smile that held no humor in it at all. It was at that moment that Tony realized he knew this man…he had seen his picture plastered over television and newspapers. At this moment Tony didn’t care if he was a psychopath…he felt like cheering as the man took the fight to the vampire. 
 
    Jim Kerr raised the bow and pulled the trigger, just as the creature fled, melting into the darkness so smoothly that it was as if it had never been there. The man sent another crossbow bolt into the bushes where the vampire had been and grunted in disgust when there was no answering cry of pain. 
 
    He bent over the body of the old man, and Tony saw a small quiver of crossbow bolts slung under his arm like a holster, their razor sharp heads showing silver against the black of his shirt. 
 
    He turned the old man over and probed his fingers into the holes at the old man’s throat. They came away dark and wet and he rubbed them clean against his overcoat, almost absentmindedly as he raised the crossbow and sent a bolt straight into the old man’s body, right over the heart. 
 
    Tony heard the thump as it went in, then a crack as the stranger took hold of the old man’s head and twisted, wrenching so hard that Tony believed that the head might be separated from the body. 
 
    The scream in Tony’s throat demanded attention, but he managed to hold it back as the man did one last thing, bending and placing a bulb of garlic in the old man’s mouth before striding purposefully out of the clearing following the direction in which the vampire had disappeared. 
 
    And now Tony could stand it no longer. 
 
    His throat finally released its hold on the scream and out it came, ringing shrilly through the night, accompanied by hot heavy tears which washed salty into his mouth. As he tasted them he thought of blood, and the vampire’s teeth, and, finally, of the death of his friend Ian. 
 
    When a heavy hand touched him on the shoulder he fell into a dead faint, but he had been more than half way there already. 
 
      
 
    At the same time as Margaret and Brian were leaving for the cinema, Tom Duncan had ensconced himself on the high stool in the corner of the bar. He was already on his fourth pint of beer and one of the regulars had just bought him a whiskey. Currently he just looked at it, nursing it, wondering whether to give in to temptation or whether to leave it alone. 
 
    In reality he had already made his mind up when it was put in front of him...a little bit of his mind already knew that...but he liked to fool himself that he still had a chance of sobriety. He muttered to himself, a fact that Dave the barman had noticed, but Tom looked like a man with a problem and Dave had seen many of them in his time. 
 
    Fucking headmaster…I wasn’t drunk, only had one to keep me going…How was I to know that one of the kids would get killed…Am I supposed to watch them 24 hours a day…Might as well get pissed…No better not, Jessie wouldn’t like it…Well, maybe just a wee whiskey or two. 
 
    He paused to take a large gulp of the liquid, feeling its heat coursing into his stomach. 
 
    I can handle it, always could…Anyway, I’ll have plenty of time to myself now…I’ll let him calm down and then go back and get my job back…I’ll just have another wee whiskey to keep me going. 
 
    Dave didn’t notice Tom leaving, it must have been sometime after ten o’clock but the bar was busy by that time and he had other things on his mind. 
 
      
 
    Jock Dickie was ensconced in his seat beside the fire, and nothing would get him to leave until he finished the drink in front of him…not the bell for drinking up time…not the fact that everyone else had gone, and definitely not that little snot of a barman. It wasn’t every day that your squirt of a kid stayed out all night after killing another brat. With any luck he wouldn’t be coming back. 
 
    “Good riddance,” he said out loud, bringing a quick glance from the barman. A glare from Jock was enough to send the man scurrying back to the dishwasher. 
 
    He took a long gulp of his whiskey and washed it down with a mouthful of beer before sitting back and belching loudly. 
 
    “Hey Dave. Gie’s another whiskey,” he shouted. 
 
    “Come on Jock. It’s past eleven...you’ll lose me my license.” 
 
    “Fuck your license. Just one more...then I’ll be off tae see to the wife.” Jock said, rising like a great bear and walking, a little unsteadily, to the bar. 
 
    He could see that the other man wasn’t going to disagree with him. When the whiskey was set on the bar, he didn’t offer any payment. Dave didn’t argue. 
 
    “Always knew you had no balls,” Jock said, laughing as he downed the drink in one smooth motion. “I’ll be back in tomorrow for more of the same.” 
 
    He knocked over two stools on his way out and hit the wall so heavily that the whole room shook. He heard the bolts being shot in the door behind him as he stepped out of the pub and into the cold night. 
 
    The night air was cold and his legs suddenly buckled as if a sledgehammer had hit him. He wobbled, but didn’t fall. He hadn’t fallen over through drink since he was fifteen, and he wasn’t about to start again now. 
 
    He raised his head and howled like a dog. It felt so good that he did it again. A window opened on the other side of the road, but closed again as soon as they recognized Jock’s stout frame. 
 
    “Ssshhh.” He said in a deafening stage whisper, putting a finger to his lips in a strangely theatrical gesture, and giggled. Unsteady still, he turned his head towards home. 
 
    The Fish and Chip shop was closed and refused to open, even for him. He contented himself with kicking at the door, only stopping when he felt satisfied with the size of the dents he had left. 
 
    “Bastards…Fucking Bastards,” he said, muttering under his breath. He knew that he had drunk even more than usual, and that very soon his body would demand sleep, but he felt confident of his autopilot getting him home...it had never failed him yet. 
 
    It seemed like ages before he turned the corner into his street, and by that time the drink had taken hold completely...so much so that he failed to notice that the front door was lying open and there were no lights in the house. 
 
    It was only when he got to the bedroom and found that there was no sign of life that he suddenly became angry. 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” he screamed. “Where the hell have you got to this time?” 
 
    He searched every room, banging doors and crashing into walls, but there was no one in the house. 
 
    “I’ll kill you this time. I will, I’ll teach you to fuck with me.” 
 
    He fell, fully clothed into his bed, still muttering under his breath, but in less than thirty seconds he was fast asleep, and two minutes later he started to snore. 
 
    He hadn’t looked in the garden...but if he had he would have found his wife. He would have had trouble recognizing her...her head had almost torn from her body, a body that was strangely deflated, a body that was white as the moon overhead...white and bloodless. 
 
    And if he had looked long enough he would have seen her eyes open, would have seen the fangs emerge from bleeding gums, would have seen her rise, unsteady at first, then more sure as she headed for the house. 
 
    But he was asleep, and saw nothing, not even the pale white figure that leaned over his bed. 
 
    And even as the fangs went in and came out he felt no pain. 
 
      
 
    The drive to the cinema was leisurely, taking the sea route round the coast on an almost deserted road. 
 
    The old cinema was equally deserted, the film being in its fifth week in residence and having lost its appeal with the local cinema public who had moved on to the new blockbuster from Spielberg in the adjoining building. 
 
    Brian was shocked at how dull James Bond had become since the last one he had seen. He had given up on Bond movies when the smooth suave Englishman had replaced the rough, tough Scotsman. He thought now, as yet another body was blasted into small pieces, that he was right to give up. The present Bond was just going through the motions. The whole thing looked to him like just one massive money making exercise with no heart. 
 
    Margaret love it, clapping at the audacity of the stunts, gasping at the perils of the hero and causing Brian’s heart to flutter by laying her hand on his thigh in the tasteful seduction scenes. 
 
    After the film Margaret was amused to discover that Brian was nervous. He’d started talking as soon as they left the cinema and was still going twenty minutes later as they walked through the town, reminiscing about his childhood. 
 
    As they passed the Bingo hall on the town cross he became even more animated. 
 
    “It’s a crying shame. When I was a lad that was a beautiful picture house. My mates and me spent every one of our Saturdays there, watching westerns or Tarzan films or crap science fiction. Great it was. We’d sit about four rows back with our legs over the chairs in front, those giant figures looming over us and filling our heads with nonsense. Formative…I think that’s what they call it these days. And to think that it only cost us two shillings to get in.” 
 
    She couldn’t resist it. 
 
    “Aye, them were the days. You could go out with ten bob, see a film, buy two stone o’monkey nuts, a couple of pints and still have enough money left for a bag of chips on the way home. Luxury.” 
 
    They burst out laughing almost simultaneously, drawing a disapproving tut from a sour faced old man with a similar dog who was passing. After he’d passed they looked at each other and started them off again. 
 
    “Aye, but you know what I mean Maggie..I can call you Maggie can’t I? When we were younger…” 
 
    He was going on but she’d turned him off. Her name was Margaret. That’s what her dad had always told her. All through school she’d fought off the shortening of her name, often with tears coursing down her cheeks. 
 
    There was one old man who had been convinced that she was deaf because she’d never responded when he asked how ‘His little Maggie was getting on’. Margaret had been good enough for her father and it was good enough for her. 
 
    She realized that Brian had asked her a question, 
 
    “Sorry Brian, I was miles away. And by the way, my name’s Margaret.” 
 
    His face became so sad so quickly that she took pity on him. 
 
    “Come on man, loosen up. Lead me to the food...I could eat a horse.” 
 
    “A horse?” Brian said, “You’ll take the dog and be thankful for it.” 
 
    The restaurant was Brian’s favorite in the area. He had a passion for curry stemming from the time when he lived only five minutes’ walk from Gibson Street in Glasgow, home of one of the first (and in Brian’s opinion the best) Indian restaurants in Britain. 
 
    One of the reasons he liked this one more than the others was the lack of Indian music. Once upon a time he had thought it ‘ethnic’ to have sitars twanging away over his curry. Until he talked to an Indian friend who informed him that the stuff played in restaurants was about as ethnic as the Muzak heard in lifts or played over the test card on BBC1. 
 
    He had enjoyed showing off his command of the menu to Margaret, it being her first time in an Indian restaurant. He had ordered vast amounts of food. 
 
    The dishes just kept on coming...two portions of pakora as starters, two main course curries and a large portion of yogurt with a couple of vegetable side dishes and some Nan bread. He was amused to see her pupils widen in amazement as plate after plate of food arrived at their table. 
 
    “I’ll never get through all that, Brian. I’m usually a small eater.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” he said through a mouthful of poppadom, “just eat what you can, I’ll polish off the rest. I’m a real glutton when it comes to curries.” 
 
    The meal passed in relative silence, conversation mainly limited to the food itself. However, by the time coffee had arrived, Brian had started probing into Margaret’s private life in his usual subtle manner. 
 
    “Okay, then, what’s going on between you and the pretty boy? Is there a chance I can prise you away from his clutches?” 
 
    Margaret smiled at this. 
 
    “Do I detect just a hint of jealousy?” 
 
    Brian felt the red flush on his cheeks and was grateful when she continued. He covered his embarrassment by hiding his lower face behind a palm-sized wedge of Nan bread. 
 
    “Pretty boy as you call him has given me up as a lost cause,” Margaret said. “He is far too concerned with pumping his weights and doing two hours training every night. He expected me to train with him all the time, to get into shape. I mean, I’m in good enough shape already, any more would just be going over the top.” 
 
    Mentally Brian agreed with her, but he never got time to comment as Margaret continued. 
 
    “So, he told me that I showed a lack commitment, that he was sorry but he couldn’t spend his time with a waster. Me…a waster.” 
 
    She stopped to chew a piece of bread before continuing. 
 
    “So I gave him a piece of my mind, called him a narcissistic egotist or something and stormed out. Since then he doesn’t speak to me apart from when work requires it. Anyway, I was never convinced that he didn’t prefer the schoolboys to me in the first place. Does that satisfy your curiosity?” 
 
    The last was accompanied by a sideways look, and a small grin that turned mischievous as she spoke. 
 
    “And what about you? I hear you’ve been having romantic encounters with that wee lab technician in the Physics Department.” 
 
    The incident with the technician had been Brian’s biggest embarrassment in recent months. 
 
    He had been in the large cupboard under the stairs searching for a light stage for a microscope when the technician had come in carrying a large bundle of test tubes. 
 
    The girl was seventeen, having left school the previous year. She was a tall willowy blonde with a very large bust, the subject of much discussion amongst the male staff. 
 
    Just as she entered the room, the door was slammed shut behind her and the light, which was controlled from the corridor outside, was switched off. She shrieked loudly and dropped the test tubes, which promptly smashed all over the floor. 
 
    She shrieked again as Brian touched her shoulder and passed out in a dead faint. When Jim Fletcher opened the door he found Brian with the girl in his arms. 
 
    Ever since then Brian was baited at every opportunity by the male staff that refused to believe that he hadn’t planned it all from the start. 
 
    Margaret had obviously noticed his discomfort and was taking some delight in teasing him about it. 
 
    “Why Brian, you’re blushing. Did you know that you’re cute when you blush?” 
 
    He knew he was going red. If his face got any hotter it would certainly explode. 
 
    “Cute? Cute, you say? I don’t think I’ve been called cute since my mother dressed me in a kilt for my sister’s christening when I was six. Do you know what being called cute does for a man’s ego? It makes him feel like a doll or a cuddly toy.” 
 
    He still couldn’t meet her eyes...the red flush seemed to spread over his body and his clothes suddenly felt hot and stifling. He started to change the subject when Margaret spoke. 
 
    “But, Brian, I take my cuddly toys to bed with me and give them a big hug before I go to sleep.” 
 
    He looked up into her eyes but could see only wide-eyed innocence and a big grin. A woman had not teased him for a long time, but he decided that the wait had been worth it. A cuddly toy indeed! Given half a chance he’d show her something that her teddy bear would never have done. 
 
      
 
    Tom sat up straight in bed, every nerve straining, the dream fading slowly, leaving only a vague sense of unease that was quickly dispersed by the nausea rising from his stomach to his throat. 
 
    Christ! What did I eat? 
 
    He had only a vague recollection of buying fish and chips on his way home. 
 
    I’ll wring that Italian’s neck if I’ve got food poisoning from his three-day-old fish. 
 
    He had meant to get some Alka Seltzer from the cabinet in the toilet, but by the time he reached the door he knew that if wouldn’t help. 
 
    The next five minutes were not very pleasant as Tom Duncan emptied his stomach completely. He knew from experience that once the ‘dry heaves’ began the worst would be over and, by having a couple of glasses of milk, he could get his system into nearly normal working action. 
 
    He was wrong though…the milk didn’t work…it didn’t quench the thirst. What he needed was a real drink. The trouble was, there wasn’t a single drop of alcohol in the house. He remembered that he’d finished off the last of the whiskey the night before…half a bottle… just enough to get him to sleep. 
 
    That didn’t stop him looking though, and in the space of the next five minutes he emptied every cupboard in the house, spilling the contents over floors, chairs and beds as his search got ever more frantic. It was to no avail, and Tom looked at the clock with dismay, confirming what he already knew…it was well after closing time. There was nowhere open in the town that would sell him alcohol. 
 
    He knew that he could ring up Brian, that the young teacher was bound to have booze in the house, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it…it would be too much like a last admission of defeat. There was nothing else for it…it would have to be black coffee and a sleepless night until the first supermarket opened in the morning. 
 
    At least his armchair was comfortable, and he almost managed to lose himself in the procedural language of the 87th Precinct, but the call of the booze was running wild through his body. 
 
    He had to put the book down. Every other page had a reference to bourbon or beer or some bar or other. He tried the radio and got ‘ Tonight the bottle let me down’. Ten minutes later he stood by the window, just staring out into the empty night, trying, but not succeeding, to make his mind a complete blank. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d been staring at his car for a good minute before he remembered the glove compartment…the snug little box that held his emergency supply…a half bottle of the golden nectar. He could almost hear it calling to him as he hurried out of the door and down the drive. 
 
    There was a bad moment when he thought he’d misplaced his keys, but after some fumbling around he found them nestled amongst the loose change in his left-hand pocket. His hands shook as he tried twice to get the key in the lock, and he had to take a deep breath and calm himself before he was successful. He slid into the driver’s seat and sighed deeply as he opened the glove compartment and took out the bottle. 
 
    The whiskey glowed redly in the streetlights, almost fluorescent in its depths, and his hands trembled again as his body twitched in anticipation of the soon-to-come hit. He lifted the bottle to his lips and readied himself for the first swallow. 
 
    The liquor had just touched his lips when a voice almost close enough to be inside his head caused him to start, a long remembered voice that drove all other thoughts from his mind. The whiskey bottle fell to his lap, its contents draining away forgotten now as Tom turned towards the sound. 
 
    You don’t need that Tom, the voice said, loud again, seeming to come from inside his ear itself. And when he turned, he saw what he already knew, his wife, his dead wife, Jessie, was standing beside the car door, her arms open in welcome. 
 
    Come on. You know how we used to keep the old pain away. 
 
    Tom pushed himself out of the car and into her arms, not needing a second chance. 
 
    Somewhere down at the back of his mind he knew that this could not be happening, that there was something very wrong, but the voice was seductive and, when he reached her, her body was soft. 
 
    She grabbed him, tight, and held him firm. There were hot tears in Tom’s eyes as he returned the embrace. 
 
    “Oh, Jessie. Oh Jessie. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he said, crying into her shoulder. 
 
    She held him tighter, stroking his hair with soft hands, then tighter still as she buried her head in his neck. Tom could smell her hair, clean and freshly washed. Her perfume intoxicated him, that heady musk that she had always loved and he had always forgotten to buy for her. He was almost frightened to return her embrace for fear that his hands would meet only thin, lifeless air. 
 
    But her grip on him felt strong, it felt warm…it felt like redemption. 
 
    Her head buried further into his neck and there was a sharp stab of pain, but Tom barely noticed it as he held her tight and felt all his worries flow away. 
 
    They waltzed across the pavement, each held tight in the grip of the other, and Tom felt relaxed, as he had not done for long years. He tried to speak, to tell her his feelings, but the effort was too much. He sunk further into the embrace and let the warm feeling take him away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night was clear and crisp, a cool sea breeze wafting over the large flat blocks of red sandstone on which Brian and Margaret were sitting. From their position just inches away from the water line, the sea looked like a flat plate of glass with a thin layer of water laid over the top of it. 
 
    The waves lapped at the shore, the surface of the water being ruffled only slightly by the light wind. 
 
    Out over the water the moon, almost full, illuminated the islands of the Firth of Clyde, Cumbrae in the foreground, the blue peaks of Arran in the background, each showing only a handful of the yellow lights denoting habitation. 
 
    Only the occasional car on the road two hundred yards back from the shore, and the screeching howls of the night gulls, disturbed the calm. They had arrived here half an hour before and had barely spoken a dozen sentences to each other, both filling themselves up with the quiet. 
 
    Margaret noticed his troubled frown. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts?” she said. 
 
    “A penny, in this day and age, what with inflation and all, it must be about a fiver.” 
 
    Forced jollity never works, he told himself, and he was right. She refused to be put off and Brian, glad of the chance to talk to someone, unburdened his worries, starting with Tom, moving on to Ian and finally to Sandy, including his story about the house. 
 
    She fell silent for long seconds before she replied. 
 
    “Come off it Brian, you can’t believe that they’re all connected. Ian’s death was an accident, and Tom and Sandy have just got caught up in some mild form of hysteria. 
 
    “There’s been a lot of occult and horror on the telly recently, and it preys on folks minds. And as for that story about the house...” 
 
    She shook her head, grinning at him. 
 
    “Surely you know that Sandy would do anything for a drink. The old man is unscrupulous when it comes tae whiskey.” 
 
    Brian was shaking his head. 
 
    “No, I don’t think it was just a story. Oh, when he first told me I was sure he was spinning me a line, but the more I think about it the more I’m sure it had a ring of truth. Somehow I would have known if it were just another story.” 
 
    Brian looked around and noticed Margaret grinning at him. He had the feeling that he was having his leg pulled again. 
 
    “Well, there’s one way to find out Brian. Why don’t we take the moor road back home and we can check out whether there’s anything in it?” 
 
    The idea of visiting that house at night didn’t really appeal to him much, but it gave him a chance to be with Margaret a bit longer so he agreed, only if his car proved capable of negotiating the one in six hills up on to the moor. 
 
    “And if it doesn’t,” he warned her, “I’ll have to show you where the holes for your feet are.” 
 
      
 
    Tom was getting weaker. 
 
    The lights in the street seemed to dim, and darkness crept in at the edges of his sight. But he felt happy and warm, snug in the arms of his wife as they continued their waltz across the pavement. 
 
    He was back in nineteen seventy-three. The band was playing something soft and smooth, the lights were dim, and they were locked together in a slow dance. It had been a great day…the long walk in the country under the bluest of skies, the late lunch in that quiet little pub and, best of all, the slow love making in their marriage bed. Then some long cold drinks before dressing up for a night on the town. 
 
    “I love you, Jessie,” he whispered. He hadn’t said that nearly often enough back then. But she had known it. Hadn’t she? 
 
    He was happy then, and he was happy now. No school kids, no headmasters, no booze, and Jessie back warm and loving in his arms. 
 
    Tom felt his eyes close and his head sank to rest on Jessie’s shoulders. His legs threatened to buckle under him, but he stayed upright…held by Jessie’s strong arms. Suddenly there was a jolt and her body stiffened, a single jerk. Tom opened his eyes fully and was amazed to see a crossbow bolt sticking from Jessie’s neck. 
 
    Only it wasn’t Jessie anymore. 
 
    Tom looked up into the blood red eyes of a huge naked man. 
 
    No, not a man. 
 
    Twin fangs dripping red hung over its lower lip and its face was set in a wild, manic grin. 
 
    Tom tried to scream, but only a feeble squeal came out…a moan of despair. He tried to struggle but his limbs were too heavy and didn’t want to respond to his commands. 
 
    Instead the creature that had hold of him screamed, a cacophony of noise that echoed around in Tom’s head and filled all the empty spaces inside him. It lifted him into the air and threw him over one shoulder as if he weighed no more than an armchair cushion. 
 
    His world spun and whirled threatening to bring on a fresh bout of vomiting. He tried to concentrate on the pavement beneath him, but even thinking seemed like too much effort. The creature let out one more long howl that caused lights to flick on in bedrooms all along the street. 
 
    It began to run, with Tom bouncing along in time. 
 
    Somewhere behind them Tom heard the sound of running footsteps, but by then the blackness was creeping in ever further. They moved faster now, the streetlights passing overhead in an almost hypnotic string of dancing lights. The pursuing footsteps faded in the distance, but the creature’s pace didn’t slow. 
 
    Soon there were no street lights overhead, only the grasping black branches of trees. But by that time the darkness had taken over fully and Tom was past caring. 
 
      
 
    Brian stopped the car at the gates of the Hansen House and turned to Margaret. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this you know. I’ve got some great coffee back at the house.” 
 
    Margaret snorted. 
 
    “Coffee is it. And what have you got planned for afters? No. If we’re going to banish your demons then we have to have a look. Besides,” she said with grin, “Don’t you think a walk in the moonlight will be more romantic?” 
 
    Brian wasn’t amused. 
 
    “The last thing this place could be called is romantic. You’ve never been here before…have you?” 
 
    Margaret shook her head as Brian continued. 
 
    “Old Sandy’s story might be a load of bollocks, but even when I was a kid we kept clear of this place…especially at night. Sometimes, but only in bright daylight, we’d come up to collect chestnuts, but they were always soft and rotten.” 
 
    Margaret was about to interrupt, but when she turned towards Brian she saw that his stare was far away, remembering. 
 
    “There were stories about a gamekeeper with a shotgun and a pack of fearsome dogs, but I never saw him. There was an old orchard, on the other side of the house from here. You used to be able to get inside, but it was all overgrown with thorn bushes. 
 
    “Back in the sixties there was a story that did the rounds about the ghost of an old woman who collected the fruit in there. My mate Doug swore he saw her late one summer’s night, but I don’t think he had the balls to come here in the dark.” 
 
    Margaret realized that he was stalling, delaying the moment when he had to get out of the car. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, waving a hand in front of his eyes. “What is this? Nostalgia night? Less of the chat and more action. Let’s get out there and see what we can see.” 
 
    “Just let me have a cigarette first?” Brian said, but Margaret stopped his hand on the way to the glove compartment. 
 
    “Nope. No smoking…I’ve got my reputation as a Sports Teacher to consider, remember? Come on,” she said, opening the passenger door. “Time to go.” 
 
    Brian finally stepped out into the dark. The night got a lot cooler and he tried to pull his jacket tighter around him as he followed Margaret to the imposing wrought iron gateway to the drive. 
 
    The whole gate looked like it had been carved from one piece of black iron...more like a medieval portcullis than anything more recent. Great sinuous serpents wound their way through and around Doric columns of iron and a great square lock controlled the center. 
 
    “What’ll we do if it’s locked?” he asked. 
 
    “Climb over it if we have to,” she said. “Nothing’s going to stop me getting to this haunted house of yours.” 
 
    “You do realize that we’ll be trespassing? What kind of damage would that do to your reputation?” Brian said, already wishing that he’d retrieved his cigarettes from the car. 
 
    Margaret turned back towards him and there was definite amusement in her eyes. 
 
    “Why the sudden concern for my reputation? Do you think that being out here at nearly midnight is the sort of thing that a nice girl like me should be doing?” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a reply, turning away from him and taking hold of one of the carved serpents. She pushed, twice, against the weight of the metal before it swung open with a creak that echoed through the night air. 
 
    “Come into my parlor.” Margaret cackled in her best Vincent Price impersonation, and Brian couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it. But don’t come running to me if we actually see anything...I’ll already be long since gone.” 
 
    The trees seemed to crowd in around them as they stepped onto the gravel drive. Brian knew that they were big, old hoary chestnuts with branches grasping like skeletal arms, the wind in the leaves whispering conspiratorially to each other. 
 
    He reached out and took Margaret’s hand…more for comfort than affection, but was rewarded with a smile and a kiss. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 
 
    Just ten steps onto the drive he had changed his mind again. The trees crouched over them and it was so black that it was almost impossible to see more than a few yards. He turned towards Margaret. 
 
    “Look. This is silly. Even if we get to the house we’re not going to be able to see anything anyway.” 
 
    Unfortunately for Brian a cloud moved and the moon shone down through the branches of the trees, throwing everything into hues of black and silver. 
 
    “You were saying Einstein?” Margaret said with a grin, and kissed him lightly on the cheek. 
 
    “Come on. If you’re a good boy I might even take you up on that offer of a coffee.” 
 
    They didn’t talk on the way up the drive, merely held hands ever tighter and walked ever slower. Brian felt a deep chill in his bones, a chill that brought shivers through his torso that he didn’t think were wholly due to the cold. 
 
    The house sat like a great head poking through from under a vast expanse of gravel coated drive; twin bay windows like eyes surveying any invaders to its realm. Brian knew that it was built of red sandstone but now, in the moonlight, it was merely jet, like a single hewn slab of rock. He got a tingling at the base of his neck...that feeling you get in your bed at night when you’re certain that there is someone else in the room with you. 
 
    “Okay. No spooks here.” He said, and made to turn away when Margaret’s strong grip pulled at him and whirled him back round to face the house. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t. You don’t get away that easily. We’re going inside. Remember... coffee later.” 
 
    The way she said ‘coffee’ made Brian’s pulse race, but he wasn’t sure that his legs would carry him into the house...promises of intimacy or not. 
 
    “I’m not sure we can get in...I’ve never heard of anyone trying,” he said, hoping that would be enough to dissuade her. But, as he was beginning to discover, she was strong willed once she had made her mind up about something. 
 
    “What kind of kids do you breed in this town anyway?” she said with a realistic show of venom, “Surely someone’s had the balls for it? Well I’m up for it anyway.” 
 
    She refused to let go of Brian’s hand as she dragged him forcibly towards the house. Now more than ever he wished that he had brought his cigarettes with him...at least they might have calmed the tremors he felt rising inside him. 
 
    The door was made from a single piece of solid oak and looked strong enough to withstand a battering ram. It sat in a small porch round which some climbing roses were no more than a withered tracery of dead wood and rotting leaves. 
 
    The door’s top half was in shadow, but the carving on its bottom panels seemed alive in the flickering shadows...Victorian gothic fairies and centaurs mingled with elves and dryads, a plethora of Greek, Roman, Irish and Scottish figures from folklore, all dancing for the moon. 
 
    Margaret reached out and ran her free hand over the surface. 
 
    “God. How did something like this survive the kids? Look. There’s no graffiti, no damage...not even a Jim loves Agnes.” 
 
    “I told you,” Brian replied. “There’s something about the place...the kids stay away in droves. Have you seen enough yet? I need a fag.” 
 
    As if in reply she let go of his hand and began searching, fumbling in the dark shadows to the left of the door. 
 
    “Ah. Here it is,” she said, almost in a whisper. There was a loud click and the door swung inwards with a deafening creak. The hallway beyond lay in pitch dark blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tenets- The Second Book of the Dark 
 
      
 
    And it came to pass that the children of Adam multiplied greatly and began to raise great cities. And many were the people therein. And the sons of Adam hated the Eldren, for they had come first. 
 
    And the Eldren were hunted, and their heads were wrested from their bodies that they never more presume to be first in the eyes of the Lord. 
 
    And the Eldren waxed greatly in their rage and would have risen up against the sons of 
 
    Adam. But Amro who was leader called them together and said unto them: “Let us take ourselves from the sight of the Adamites lest they continue in this persecution. Let us repair to the northern lands, where we may rest from the sight of the accursed globe of fire.” 
 
    But Shoa who was hot with the fire of the thirst stood against him, and many of the Eldren stood by his side, saying: “Why should we slink and crawl like serpents? We are stronger than the Adamites, and what they have is rightfully ours. We will go amongst them and learn their ways, and we will feed.” 
 
    And there was a sundering of the tribe of the Eldren and only three score stood with Amro. 
 
    And among them were Kalent, Rohash and Droma who are known as the Chosen. 
 
    And Shoa sent Amro away from the tribe. 
 
    And it came to pass that Amro led his people north out of the sight of the Adamites, and they heard of the people of Shoa no more. 
 
    Many were the tribulations of Amro and his people on the journey north, but the Lord looked over them during the days when the fiery globe tried to seek them out and they traveled fast under the stars of night until they reached the great ice wastes of the north. 
 
    There they built many caverns and caves and they lived simple lives in the ways of the Lord. 
 
    And the Lord looked down on them and saw that they were worshipful and he sent a river of blood that they might feed without succumbing to the thirst. And Amro and his people lived long and prospered for many years. 
 
    And the Lord came to Amro in a dream, saying: “I am sending a great flood to cleanse my people. The tribe of Shoa has been living among the sons of Adam and many have been their sins. They have turned from me and been corrupted and I would rid myself of them. Take yourself and your people to the highest mountain and fear not. The Lord your God will protect you.” 
 
    Amro heeded the word of the Lord and took his people to Iorma, the mountain of the Moon. 
 
    And the Lord sent a great storm such that the waters of the sea rose to cover the land. And a great wailing passed on the face of the deep as the Lord God cleansed his creation. 
 
    And God sent Amro a vision of the cities of the Adamites, their turrets and spires falling into the churning waves. And Amro saw a great vessel floating on the tempest, and he knew that the Lord had spared a son of Adam. 
 
    And it rained for forty days and forty nights. 
 
    When the waters receded Amro sent his people back to their caverns, but he remained on the mountain. 
 
    And the Lord came to him in a pillar of fire and said: “You are the last of the Eldren. As long as you remain faithful to me I will keep you and watch you. I will give you laws. Abide by these laws and I will forgive you your sins in the first days. 
 
    “And when the day comes that I deliver my last judgment you will be risen up in glory and you will sit by my side forever.” 
 
    And the Lord sent down his message in tablets of stone and each law was written in silver fire. 
 
    “Thou shalt not drink of the blood of the Adamites. 
 
    Thou shalt not sleep with the daughters of Adam. 
 
    Thou shalt not drink of the blood of the Eldren. 
 
    Thou shalt have no other God but me. 
 
    Thou shalt not kill. 
 
    Thou shalt not make any graven images. 
 
    Thou shalt not make any others in your image. 
 
    Thou shalt not covet the goats or asses of the Adamites. 
 
    Thou shalt honor thy brethren, the Eldren. 
 
    Thou shalt only feed on one day of the cycle of the moon”. 
 
    And Amro took the Tenets of the law to his people and they lived in the way of the Lord for many years. 
 
    But many of the tribe of Shoa had escaped from the wrath of the Lord by means of their sorcery. The great serpent had hidden them from the Lord’s sight and bound them to him with promises of power and blood. 
 
    And they never came to the word of God and they never read of the Tenets. There are known as the Unforgiven, and they are legion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Tony came awake slowly; aware only that he lay, fully clothed, in a too soft bed. 
 
    His eyes felt as if they had been glued together, and although he knew he had been asleep, he did not feel rested. He wanted nothing more than to put his head back to the pillow and let the dreams come and take him away for a while. 
 
    He felt hot, sweating and shivering in equal measure as he began to push bedclothes away from him. There was only a dim light illuminating the room, but even that was enough to show Tony that he was not home in bed...this room was much plusher and the furniture much more sturdy. It hadn’t all been a dream after all. 
 
    There was a full glass of water on the bedside table and he stretched out towards it, having to fight against the tremors that shook his hand. 
 
    The water tasted cool against the heat in his throat and he gulped the contents of the glass down greedily, immediately wanting more. 
 
    He lay back against the pillow and stared, not seeing, at the ceiling as the events of the night came flooding back to him. The moonlight and the creature, Ian’s death and the old man, both merged into one long dream-like memory that always ended the same way…the soft thud of the crossbow bolt as it went into the old man’s body and his own scream repeating again and again in his head. 
 
    He felt tears begin to well at the corners of his eyes and brushed hard to keep them away, smearing moisture across his eyes and blurring the world into soft edged shadows. 
 
    There was a soft click of a door opening and muffled footsteps as someone approached the bed. 
 
    “Ah. You’re back in the land of the living are you?” a soft voice said above him. 
 
    He struggled out of the folds of eiderdown and found to his surprise that he was still holding the old book tightly in his left hand, his grip so tight that white showed at his knuckles. 
 
    “No. Don’t move,” the voice said, just as Tony’s eyes focused and the black clad figure of Bill Reid came into view. “You’ve had a bit of a fright. I thought I’d killed you out there in the churchyard. I didn’t mean to frighten you...I heard a noise and went outside to investigate, and when I touched your shoulder you just fainted right away.” 
 
    The Minister looked almost embarrassed and his mouth flapped open and closed as if he did not know what to say next. 
 
    “I tried phoning your parents, and the police are on their way,” he said, and it was almost a question, a fervent desire to be told that he had done the right thing. 
 
    Tony could see the strain around the man’s eyes. He’d seen the Minister before…mainly at school...prize giving ceremonies and parent teacher’s meetings and other events where the man had been just another authority figure in the background. But whereas before there had always been a smile on his face, now he looked pale and drawn, as if he hadn’t slept in a long time. 
 
    “I recognized you straight away you know...you’ve become quite the celebrity in the last couple of days,” Bill said, and Tony saw an attempt at a welcoming smile, an attempt that came nowhere near being successful. 
 
    Still Tony stayed quiet, reluctant to speak, knowing that once he started he would be unable to stop. 
 
    “You must be attached to that Bible,” Bill said, pointing at the book still gripped tight in the boy’s hand. “You refused to let it go, even when you were fast asleep.” 
 
    Tony merely stared, pictures still unreeling in his mind of bloodletting and crossbows, garlic and gravestones. He couldn’t help it...tears began to flow again, streaming down his cheeks in hot streams, and his body was wracked with heavy, almost painful sobbing. 
 
    “The old man...he’s dead isn’t he?” he managed to say through the tears. 
 
    Bill nodded, and that was enough to tip Tony completely over the edge. He bawled like a newborn babe and wrapped his arms around his body, hugging tight, then tighter still, rocking from side to side. 
 
    Bill moved slightly closer. He stopped, seemingly unsure of what to do. Then he came to a decision, clumsily taking the boy into his arms until the crying subsided. Tony felt almost secure in the man’s arms, cradled in the warmth of the soft clothing. 
 
    “It’s not a bible...at least not one that you would recognize,” he said, his voice muffled against the Minister’s black shirt. 
 
    “What did you say?” Bill asked, shifting around until he could see the boy’s face. 
 
    Tony didn’t reply, but held out the book to the Minister. Bill took it, almost reverentially, but his expression changed to one of disgust as his fingertips touched the black leather cover. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked, almost to himself. His expression ran the gamut from dismay to horror as he opened the book and began to read. 
 
    “The Book of the Dark. 
 
    “Being a high history of the Firstborn. 
 
    “Of their tribulations and trials, of their prophets and sages, and being a history of Rokar our Redeemer who died a final death that we could all come once more to the sight of our Lord. 
 
    “Dedicated to the memory of the Master Amro, our light in the darkness, the bringer of hope, in the sure and certain knowledge that he sits on the right hand of our Lord on high. 
 
    “Being the work of Donald, once 12th Lord Allan of Strathallan, now disciple and servant. 
 
    “Transcribed from the words of the prophet Kalent, in this the year of our Redeemer Six Hundred and Twenty Three. 
 
    “Those who have eyes, let them see.” 
 
      
 
    The Minister flicked through the pages, his expression of horror growing as he stopped and read aloud. 
 
    “And Amro spoke, saying ‘Bring all of the Eldren to me, that I might share with them the glory of the Lord.’ 
 
    “Kalent he sent to the south, to the lands of the Adamites, and he it was who found the people of Shoa in the great city of Ur. 
 
    “Great was the throng of Adamites in that place, but Kalent could move through them in the night like mist through the trees, unseen and unheard, for he was of the Eldren and he was first made. 
 
    “But there were some among the Adamites who could feel his passing. They were of the tribe of Dan and they had shared in the blood of the Unforgiven and were no longer merely sons of Adam. They were known as the Blood Children, and they are forever damned. 
 
    “And the Blood Children took Kalent down into the earth to where the Priest-Kings lay in their tombs and the tribe of Shoa lived away from the burning of the Sun. 
 
    “And Kalent was brought before Shoa and he was made to suffer great torture. 
 
    “But his faith in the Lord was strong and he spake to Shoa saying ‘Come with me and look upon the Temple. The forgiveness of the Lord is yours if you would only see.’ 
 
    “And Shoa laughed, saying, ‘We have no need for your weak god. The Great Serpent sustains us and keeps us. And see...we make yet more in our image. Soon the Adamites will be no more and the first-made will take their rightful place.’” 
 
    Bill threw the book away from him with a cry and it landed on the quilt next to Tony who grabbed it tightly in his left hand as if it were a talisman with which he could ward off evil. 
 
    “Blasphemy...that’s what it is,” the Minister said, almost shouting, “It should be burnt...burnt before anyone can be corrupted by it.” 
 
    Tony shook his head but still didn’t speak. 
 
    Bill rubbed at his hands, wringing them together as if trying to wash away the feel of the book. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” he asked, “It wasn’t from the old man was it?” Another thought struck him and the look of horror was back. “It wasn’t you who killed him?” he whispered. 
 
    Tony still didn’t speak, but it would have done him no good to reply. The Minister was beginning to move toward him again when, barely audible through the thick walls of the Manse, the doorbell rang. 
 
      
 
    Dave McCulloch came up out of sleep slowly, vaguely aware of having been woken by a loud noise. 
 
    The noise came again as he sat up in bed, the heavy banging of somebody pounding on the pub’s door. 
 
    He looked at the red digital readout of his bedside clock, taking several seconds to focus on the winking numbers. He finally assimilated what it was telling him and groaned. It was nearly ten past one. He’d only had half an hour’s sleep at most, and now he had been awakened he knew from bitter experience that it would be a good few hours and more before he would be able to settle again. 
 
    “Doesn’t anybody have a home to go to?” He moaned, but he knew, as every barman knows, that the thought of booze is like a magnet, drawing the faithful at any hour of the day or night. 
 
    Opening hours was an alien concept to a certain type of drinker, the type that just didn’t know to stay away, or more to the point, when they had had enough. 
 
    “All right, all right,” he shouted as the banging continued, louder now. “Hold your horses, I’m coming.” It sounded like the door would be off its hinges soon if he didn’t get a move on. 
 
    He managed to get his trousers on at only the second attempt and cursed loudly as he barked his shin off the heavy corner post of the bed. The pounding on the door continued as he limped down the stairs. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. Would you give it a rest!” he shouted. “The pub’s shut. Can you not just go to bed like everybody else?” 
 
    He threw open the heavy bolts and dragged the door open, wincing as the cold air hit his exposed chest. He was ready to lash out, to shout the drunk down...it wouldn’t be the first time that he’d had to use his fists to turn them away...it was part and parcel of the job. 
 
    But this time he stopped just before the shout left his mouth. 
 
    Jock Dickie was standing in the doorway, one huge meaty fist raised as if to hit the door again. His mouth hung slackly open and his eyes were two black marbles set deep in his skull. 
 
    But the worst thing was his skin…it was pale, almost sickly gray, sweating slightly with an oily, obscene glow. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Jock,” Dave said. “It’s after one o’clock. Get yourself away to bed...you look like you need it.” 
 
    The big man swayed slightly and had to hold on to the doorjamb to keep him from falling. A long moan came from the fleshy lips, a descending note of want and pain accompanied by a stream of stringy drool from the left corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Oh shit. You’d better come in while I call for the doctor,” Dave said. He turned away from the door, so he didn’t see the huge grin that spread across the big man’s face as he stepped across the threshold. 
 
    “Help yourself to some whiskey,” Dave shouted as he headed for the phone. “You look like you could do with one.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe the change that had come over the man in the past two hours...he only hoped that, whatever it was, it wasn’t contagious. He rang the doctor, who wasn’t best pleased at being called out at that time in the morning. 
 
    “Jock Dickie, is it?” the voice on the other end of the phone said. “And you’re sure it’s not just the drink? I don’t want to drag myself out there only to find him sleeping off a hangover. 
 
    I’ve only just got in from the last visit and I’ve had enough of dispensing aspirin for one night.” 
 
    “No,” Dave replied. “He’s had a good drink, but it’s worse than that. He looks like death warmed up, and I think he might keel over any minute. I wouldn’t have phoned you, but you know what the man’s like...it takes gallons to get him pissed, and even then he never keels over.” 
 
    “Okay,” The doctor replied, and Dave heard the resignation in his voice. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Just make sure he doesn’t start eating the furniture before I get to him.” 
 
    Dave hung up and turned back to the bar. 
 
    Jock was holding a whiskey bottle up to the light, studying the patterns made by the liquid as it swirled and sloshed in the bottle. He licked his lips, in anticipation of a drink yet to come, but put the bottle down and turned toward Dave. 
 
    “Drink,” the big man said, his voice slurred and childlike, saliva dripping from his red, fleshy lips, “…I was promised a drink.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s right,” Dave said, “I suppose I did. And I think I’d better have one with you. I may as well...it looks like I’m not going to get much sleep tonight anyway.” 
 
    He moved forward towards the bottle, but he didn’t make it. A massive meaty hand grabbed him by the forearm, digging deep into his muscles and grinding his bones together with a sudden flaring pain. He opened his mouth, ready to scream, but it was choked off in his throat. 
 
    His head was dragged round to look into the moon-like face of the man that held him. The fleshy mouth opened and this time Dave did scream as twin fangs slid from the gums in a sudden flash of blood. 
 
    The scream didn’t last long...just long enough for Jock Dickie to lower his head to Dave’s neck. 
 
    “Drink. Promised.” Jock said as his head lowered and the fangs went in and Dave’s world exploded in white, hot pain. 
 
    When the doctor arrived ten minutes later he found the bar empty, and he didn’t see the spots of blood, which were spattered on the floor around the bar. 
 
    He had a longing look at the bottle of whiskey on the bar but he knew he had many calls ahead of him that night. 
 
    If he knew what the night held for him and the town, he may have changed his mind, but he closed the door of the bar carefully and headed wearily back to his car. 
 
    By that time doors were being knocked on in other parts of the town and old friends were being invited in for a drink. 
 
      
 
     “I can’t go in,” Brian said. 
 
    The blackness seemed almost beckoning and it was as if the night was waiting for his decision. Nothing moved around them, no noise disturbed the air and the trees hung suspended in the shadows. 
 
    “Come on, Margaret. It’s pitch black. And the floorboards are probably rotted through...you could do yourself an injury in there.” 
 
    “Pussy.” She said, and, without waiting to see if he would follow, walked through the door and into the blackness. In the space of two seconds she had disappeared from view. 
 
    And still he couldn’t bring himself to follow. He patted his pockets for the third time in as many minutes, looking for cigarettes that might have magically materialized out of nowhere. 
 
    “Margaret?” he called and heard his voice echo in the hall beyond. “Come on. Stop playing silly buggers.” 
 
    Silence fell again, and suddenly Brian felt stupid. He hadn’t been afraid of the dark since he’d outgrown the bedside night light when he was seven...this was no time to let the old fears back in. He took a quick look around the drive in front of the house, but nothing moved. 
 
    At the end of the drive, so far away, he could just make out the squat curves of his car and he wished he had never told Margaret anything of his fears. 
 
    “Too late now,” he whispered to himself. He stepped through the door before he had time to regret the action. 
 
    The blackness fell around him like a blanket and it was long seconds before his eyes adjusted enough to see the doorway he had just come through. Moonlight was throwing a silver and black mosaic across the floor in front of the door but apart from that all was dark. 
 
    It was more than mere darkness...it was a complete absence of light, and Brian believed that he could stand there for hours and still see nothing. 
 
    “Margaret?” he called again and the echoes cascaded around him in a chorus. 
 
    “Over here,” she answered, from somewhere to his left, muffled, as if speaking from another room. Brian moved towards the sound, his foot hitting something metallic that rattled and clattered as it ran across the hard floor. 
 
    He moved slower, feeling ahead of him with his foot, and realized he walked through discarded rubbish...beer cans, paper and fast food cartons. Somehow it lessened his fear to know that other people had been here, that he and Margaret were not the first to venture within. 
 
    “Where are you?” he said, half whispering, almost afraid to raise his voice lest the whispers grew too loud. 
 
    “Just keep coming,” her voice replied, louder this time and closer. 
 
    Brian realized that his eyes were finally adjusting to the darkness...that there was a lighter area ahead of him and slightly to the left, the area from which Margaret’s voice was coming. 
 
    He reached a wall and felt along with only his fingertips until he reached a corner. He negotiated his way around it gingerly, trying to push away the growing notion that something was waiting on the other side to grab him, something with fearsome claws and teeth that would tear him into bloody pieces. 
 
    “Where the hell are you?” he hissed. 
 
    “Here,” a voice said almost in his right ear, and a cold hand grabbed him by the wrist. 
 
    There was a giggle. He felt soft lips brush against his cheek. 
 
    “Come and see,” she said, almost girlish in her enthusiasm. 
 
    “Christ...I think I’ve peed myself,” Brian said, his voice shaky and his heart pounding in his ears as Margaret led him round the corner and into a room of marvels. 
 
    A marble floor stretched away from them, a floor that shone in soft silver, tiled in a complex labyrinthine mosaic, a Celtic serpent that twisted and coiled away into the gloom on the other side of the room. 
 
    Shadows flitted across the floor, gray and black wraiths that waltzed slowly in a complex dance to the night. 
 
    Off to his left there was a huge gothic fireplace flanked on either side by black Valkyries, great statuesque personifications of womanhood, their every curve lovingly chiseled. And on top of the mantle was a mirror that would have graced any of the great stately homes. It was nearly eight feet across and five-foot high, its frame cunningly wrought into a forest of vines and creepers. 
 
    In reflection he could see Margaret’s pale face, a grin spreading ever wider as she looked around the room. 
 
    Brian looked up, and up, to a great dome of glass in the ceiling and the almost full moon beyond. The sky was full of stars, only partially obscured by the brightness of the moon. 
 
    As far as he could see there was no glass missing from the entire dome, a dome that stretched the length and breadth of the room and arched almost twenty feet overhead, held together by great oak beams. 
 
    “How the hell did this lot survive,” he whispered. “It’s been at least forty years since anyone actually lived here...you would have thought that the kids would have got in long before now. 
 
    That dome alone should have been like a magnet for them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Margaret said, taking him by the hand. “But don’t worry about that now...come and see what I’ve found.” 
 
    She led him across the room, their feet slapping noisily on the tile floor. There were areas in the corners that Brian didn’t want to look at too closely...gatherings of dark shadows that seemed to crowd in ever further. 
 
    Margaret was still holding tight to his hand as she led him to the wall opposite the fireplace and stood him in front of a portrait that was almost as tall as Brian was. 
 
    He saw that the vandals hadn’t missed the room after all...the figure in the painting had sprouted a mustache and glasses, but that didn’t take away from the power of the subject. 
 
    It was set in a graveyard, a misty gothic mausoleum that sat among a grove of dead and twisted trees. But the main focus, the thing that completely dominated the picture, was the person who was in the act of leaving the tomb. No, not a person...a thing, most definitely made for the night. 
 
    It was white, as pale as a moonbeam, its features seemingly carved from finest ivory. But it was the eyes that held Brian spellbound...the blood red, piercing eyes that watched him from out of the picture. 
 
    “Looks like this is where Old Sandy got his idea for the story...don’t you think?” Margaret said. “Let’s say that he came in here, looking for somewhere to sleep, and saw the picture. 
 
    Wouldn’t it make a great idea for a story he could use to extort whiskey from gullible schoolteachers?” 
 
    Brian couldn’t take his eyes from the picture. The closer he looked, the more detail he could see...the talons gleaming on the fingernails, the flared nostrils, but most of all, the twin fangs dripping redly. He would have stood there for long minutes if Margaret hadn’t pulled at his arm. 
 
    “Okay. I’m satisfied,” she said. “I’m about ready for that coffee now.” 
 
    And as he turned toward her a cloud passed in front of the moon, throwing the room into deep, silent, darkness. 
 
      
 
    Tony was left alone in the bedroom as the Minister went to answer the door. 
 
    He knew that the police would ask him a lot of questions...not just about the old man, but about Ian as well. He had no idea what he would tell them. 
 
    He knew they wouldn’t believe him. 
 
    After Billy had gone away he had tried to tell people about the cellar under the house...about the sword and the skeleton and the book. But nobody believed him...it was just like when he told Granddad’s stories. All he got was derisive laughter or, worse, the pitying look from people who thought he was soft in the head. 
 
    Policemen would be even worse. He’d seen them on the telly. They bullied and shouted at people to tell them things, and they never believed stories that involved ghosts or stuff...not until it was too late anyway. Anybody who watched films could tell you that. 
 
    And his dad always said they were stupid. “Stupid fucking bastards” were his actual words, but then Tony didn’t put too much store by that one...almost everyone in the world was a stupid fucking bastard according to his dad, even Tony himself. 
 
    He heard the Minister open the door downstairs and the noise of muffled voices filtered up the stairwell. 
 
    His first instinct was to run. Run and hide. But after what he had seen that night he thought that a church, or next to a church, might be the safest place for him to be. He’d seen the films, read the comics...those things always hated churches, and crosses always killed them. 
 
    Which was why he still sat on the edge of the bed when the door opened and two men came in followed by the Minister. 
 
    They weren’t in uniform, but Tony knew they must be policemen. There was a stillness about them, a watchfulness as they seemed to soak in information. His suspicions were confirmed when the younger of the two took a notebook from his pocket. 
 
    The other policeman looked at a picture in his hand then over at Tony. Nodding to himself he handed the picture to his colleague and moved forward towards the bed. 
 
    “Hello, Tony. You’ve led us a merry dance. We’ve sent someone over to your house to get your mum...she’ll be here soon.” 
 
    The policeman’s eyes were deep blue, and although he tried to smile, it never reached those eyes. 
 
    He looked a little like ‘Colombo’, only his raincoat wasn’t as crumpled, and he didn’t smoke cigars. He looked big and soft and gentle, like a friendly dog, but there was something about him that made Tony keep quiet...something about those too blue eyes that seemed to pierce him with their stare. 
 
    “We need you to tell us what happened tonight in the cemetery. We think there’s a very bad man out there, and we want to catch him.” 
 
    So Tony told them...about the graveyard, about the old man, and about the vampire. He saw the look that the policeman gave to his colleague, that pitying, incredulous look. Tony got angry. 
 
    He felt sick of running, sick of fear and most of all, sick of not being believed. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t a vampire.” Collins said, his voice soft but his eyes hard. “Couldn’t you just think a wee bit harder?” 
 
    Tony shook his head, and saw the look of disgust in the policeman’s face. So he told them about the stranger, about the garlic and the overcoat and the quiver of crossbow bolts, and that made them pay attention. 
 
    He saw the looks that passed between the policemen, and he sensed the sudden quickening of interest. 
 
    “This stranger,” the policeman asked, “You say he had a crossbow?” 
 
    Tony nodded. 
 
    “Can you describe him? Maybe tell us a wee bit more about him?” 
 
    Tony tried, but all he could remember was the overcoat. That, and the black shirt. And even when the policeman produced a photograph, he still couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “It looks like him...I think. But the man in the cemetery had gray hair...and I think he was thinner.” 
 
    It seemed to be enough for the policeman though. They left Tony on the bed and took Bill Reid over to the doorway. 
 
    Suddenly the policemen had become animated, and they spoke fast, with many arm movements and references to their notebooks. They spoke in whispers, and Tony was only able to pick up a few words. The ones that registered were ‘Jim Kerr’, ‘escaped’, ‘psychopath’ and ‘killer’. 
 
    The older policeman turned back towards Tony, just as there was a loud buzz from his pocket. He took out a small radio. 
 
    “Collins here,” he said. “What have you got for me?” 
 
    Tony wasn’t able to hear the message properly, but when the look in the policeman’s changed from concentration to concern, then to pity, he knew that it was news he didn’t want to hear. 
 
      
 
    Brian stood still, gripping Margaret’s hand and was grateful when she returned the grip with a firm squeeze. 
 
    “Do you still think it’s romantic?” he asked, managing to keep any quaver out of his voice. 
 
    “Or does the absence of moonlight spoil the moment for you?” 
 
    He felt grateful for the answering giggle...it reminded him that outside of this dark room there was a real world that he was going to get back to...hopefully sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” she replied. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” 
 
    He felt rather than saw her turn towards him in the dark and her lips brushed against his. He pulled her close and kissed her hard. Their lips parted and her tongue slid hotly against his. 
 
    It was a long seconds before they pulled apart. He kept hold of her, tight, and ran a hand through her hair, the other pressing hard against her back. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering all night how I could get you alone in a dark room...I just didn’t think it would be this one.” 
 
    She giggled into his neck and he felt soft lips nuzzle at his neck. 
 
    “Well what are you going to do about it?” she said, nibbling at his right ear, 
 
    “…remember...you promised me coffee first.” 
 
    Brian was about to reply when a shriek rent the air, a high scream the like of which he’d never heard before. He felt Margaret stiffen in his arms and he held his breath, but the noise wasn’t repeated. 
 
    “Just a crow,” he whispered, but he wasn’t convinced...the noise had been too human, too much like someone in pain and fear. He instinctively held Margaret closer. He immediately felt foolish. If it came to a fight she was probably stronger and fitter than he was, and if it came to flight, she was most definitely faster. 
 
    Suddenly the room seemed smaller, the darker shadows creeping ever closer. It was way past time for them to leave. 
 
    “I think I need that coffee too,” he said in a throaty whisper. “Do you remember the way we came in?” 
 
    “No problem,” she said and began to move away from him. He made sure that he kept a firm grip of her hand as she turned away. 
 
    Something in the room beyond them moved, a subtle change in the air, and there was a loud crash, a thud that reverberated around the house. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Margaret asked, but Brian thought he knew. It had been the front door...the front door that was now closed. 
 
    “Just keep moving. Come on. That coffee will be getting cold,” he said with more bravado than he felt. 
 
    They inched across the floor in the blackness, each straining for the slightest sound. But the house was quiet and dead, and the night remained dark. 
 
    The hackles at the back of Brian’s neck rose and a chill settled in his bones. He could feel the red, staring eyes in the picture behind them bore into his back, and he thought that, if he turned, he would see them blazing like twin rubies in the darkness. 
 
    But he refused to look back, concentrating on the hot hand that he held and the shuffle of his feet across the tiles. 
 
    They had reached what must be close to the center of the pattern when the cloud moved across the moon and the room once more became bathed in silver. 
 
    They were no longer alone. 
 
    At first Brian thought he had been turned around and was once more looking at the portrait, but then the figure moved and the shadows firmed and the illusion was broken. 
 
    Soft moonlight filled the room, lighting up the figure that stood between them and the corridor to the hall beyond. 
 
    Whoever had done the painting, it seemed it had been done from life. 
 
    It stood in the dead center of the patterned mosaic, less than six feet from Brian. Its feet were standing in the coils of the mosaic serpent, and the dancing shadows brought the mosaic to life…great bands of muscles rippling and pulsing with each wisp of cloud that passed the moon…the spirals of the serpent coiling inwards and upwards, focusing attention on its center...the great head that lay at the feet of the shining white form that basked in the moonlight. 
 
    The creature was standing side on to them, its rib cage heaving with each, gasping breath, each bone clearly delineated, each muscle straining. A gaping hole pulsed in its chest, just above the heart, and streams of sweat ran across its torso. No, not sweat, Brian realized with a shudder. 
 
    The heavy fluid that ran from the creature’s pores shone black in the moonlight, but the sudden coppery tang in the air told Brian exactly what it was. 
 
    It stretched out its arms and breathed deep, as if soaking up the moonlight. And with each breath it seemed to swell ever larger, ever whiter as the hole in its chest shrank and the ravaged flesh healed itself from within, like a film running backward. 
 
    Bands of muscle stood out proud from the skin, like a pumped up weightlifter after a session in the gym, and Brian had a sudden vision of Margaret’s ex-boyfriend, turning up to beat the shit out of him. But he knew that wasn’t right. Whatever this thing was, he doubted that weight lifting was among its pastimes. 
 
    Its skin shone silver in the moonlight, but it was the eyes that held Brian transfixed, those same blood red, blazing eyes that captured him and drew him in, down and down, deep into a place from where he had no desire to escape. 
 
    Somewhere behind him he felt Margaret tugging at his arm, but that was happening in a dream, somewhere long ago and far away. 
 
    His vision swam and his legs suddenly weakened...so much so that he needed to push himself upright and straighten his back. There was a mist in front of his eyes, a gray veil that only parted when he shook his head, hard. 
 
      
 
    He was in a crowded bar, the noise of conversation and fruit machines and clinking glasses so familiar that he almost wept in relief. The jukebox kicked in with Blue Oyster Cult’s “Don’t Fear the Reaper”, but it wasn’t loud enough to disturb the happy ambiance of the busy bar. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and took out a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches. He shuffled one out and lit it hungrily, dragging the smoke deep into his lungs and letting it out slowly through his nostrils. 
 
    He realized that he knew this place. It was the old bowling club, the place where he had, far too infrequently, come for a few drinks with his father. He heard a well-remembered laugh and turned in anticipation. 
 
    His father was standing in front of him, dressed as Brian had last seen him. 
 
    “Saturday best for drinking, Sunday best for repenting.” He had always said as he tied his tie before going out to the pub on a Saturday night, and tonight it was Saturday best...his tweed jacket, flannels and brogues. He had a broad smile on his face and his eyes twinkled in good humor. He held a pint of beer in either hand, the left one being half-empty. He gestured, offering the other one to Brian, and Brian moved forward to accept. 
 
    He felt a harder tug to his left but brushed it away brusquely. Someone, a woman, called his name, twice, but his dad wanted to buy him a beer, and he wasn’t about to turn down the offer...he’d refused the last time and never got another chance. 
 
    He reached forward to accept the drink and as his fingertips touched the cold wetness of the glass he felt tears spring unbidden from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    When the cloud cleared from over the moon Margaret was in mid-step, her left foot searching for the ground in front of her. She looked down and realized that she could see the patterned mosaic at her feet. 
 
    Beside her Brian gasped, a single sharp intake of breath, causing her to look up. 
 
    Something was standing in the center of the mosaic, something that seemed to shift and melt in the shadows, one second standing like a man, and the next crouched on all fours like a great dog. The only thing that didn’t change was the eyes, twin points of fire that flared and dimmed, flared and dimmed in time with the wisps of cloud that floated across the moon. 
 
    Brian’s mouth was hanging open; his eyes fixed on the center of the pattern, his grip on her hand limp and flaccid. She pulled at him, just once, but he resisted, moving towards the shifting shadows like a man in a dream. 
 
    The red eyes flared suddenly brighter as Brian took one step, then another, moving slowly and deliberately like a man in a dream. 
 
    Margaret grabbed at his arm and pulled, hard, shouting his name, then again when there was no response, but Brian lashed out with his right arm, the expression on his face never changing, striking her across the chest and sending her sprawling, winded, to the floor. 
 
    Gasping for breath she looked up at Brian as he stretched out a hand towards the swirling shade in front of him. She saw tears glisten like a silver drops of dew in the corners of his eyes as the shadows swelled and darkened and spread over him. 
 
    She had the sudden impression of a pair of long skeletal arms closing behind Brian’s back. A wisp of cloud raced across the moon and she blinked. When she looked again she was alone in the room, just her and the moonlight and a single drop of black liquid falling slowly to the floor to splash on the head of the coiled serpent. 
 
    She screamed, then clamped her hand across her mouth as the echoes wailed around her in a mocking frenzy. Hysteria grew inside her, her limbs trembling, her chest heaving, and when a cloud chased across the moon and the shadows came for her she was up off the floor and heading for the corridor faster than she thought possible. 
 
    She mistimed her angle and hit the corner hard, feeling a sudden flare of pain in her left shoulder. She screamed again, oblivious this time to the answering echoes. 
 
    The burst of adrenaline kept her going long enough to get her into the hallway and up to the door before shock started to hit her and her legs threatened to give way. She grabbed at the massive door handle and screamed again as it refused to give. She almost cried in relief as it began to swing open, three, six inches, then a full foot. 
 
    Unable to wait any longer she squeezed through the gap, wincing as her bruised shoulder brushed hard against the unyielding wood. 
 
    Cold air hit her like a hammer as she emerged into the night, making it suddenly difficult to breathe. Her chest tightened and what felt like someone else’s tongue blocked her throat. She put her hands on her hips and tried for calm…tried to find within herself some way to deal with what had just happened. 
 
    The old door crashed shut behind her. Without a backward glance she was off and away, feet slamming hard against the gravel as she ran down the drive, heading for the distant outline of Brian’s car. 
 
    As she ran she tried to rationalize the situation. Part of her believed that Brian had planned it all along, that it had been a set up from the start, an extended practical joke at her expense. But that didn’t slow her running, and it didn’t stop the tears from flowing. 
 
    She had almost reached the iron gate before she finally began to slow, her breath coming hot and ragged, the pain in her shoulder burning like hot coals under her thin jacket. 
 
    As she got closer she saw that there was someone standing on the far side of the car, and she almost cried with relief before a flash of anger hit her like a thunderbolt. 
 
    “You bastard,” she shouted, clenching her fists and striding forward. “What the hell were you playing at...you frightened the hell out of me back there. You….” 
 
    Her voice trailed away as she realized that the figure was too small, too fat to be the biology teacher. And it was several seconds after that before she recognized the crumpled figure of Tom Duncan. 
 
    Relief washed through her in a wave and she felt the tension of the last ten minutes ebb away...only slightly, but enough to let her think clearly for the first time. 
 
    “God I’m glad to see you,” she said. “You’ve got to help me...Brian’s up at the house and…” 
 
    She realized that she didn’t know what she would say next. She couldn’t tell Tom that a black shadow had got his friend and disappeared with him. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 
 
    Tom Duncan moved round from the far side of the car and a shaft of moonlight suddenly lit him up. 
 
    “Christ Tom, what’s happened to you?” 
 
    The man’s eyes were red, as if he had been crying for a long time, and his face held such a deep despair that her heart lurched in sympathy. 
 
    She moved forward, whether to help him or comfort him she was not sure. 
 
    “Jessie?” he said, “Is that you?” 
 
    He came forward, arms outstretched, and Margaret let him come into her embrace. As he got closer she could smell the unmistakable taint of whiskey. Whether it was from his breath or from his clothes she couldn’t tell, but either way she knew that the older teacher had fallen off the wagon again. 
 
    “Oh Tom,” she said, holding him tighter and bringing him closer into her arms. The dry hairs of his mustache tickled at her neck and she almost giggled. He began to squirm in her grasp and she felt his erection pushing at her through his trousers. 
 
    “Shit,” she said and pushed him away. 
 
    His head came up and he gave her a dead smile. Yellow, rotting fangs slid bloodily over his lower lip. 
 
    “Jessie,” he said. 
 
    Faster than a snake, he struck. 
 
      
 
    The policeman, the one who called himself Collins, knelt down beside Tony. That was when he knew it was bad...they only brought themselves down to look you in the face when they had something bad to tell you...either that or they were telling you off for something in that earnest way they had. 
 
    The policeman’s eyes were moist and sad as he explained to Tony about an empty house and missing parents. He didn’t mention about the bloodstains, but he didn’t have to...Tony saw it in his eyes. 
 
    Besides, he knew what happened when the vampire got you...you came back again…nastier than ever before. And in his dad’s case that wasn’t something he ever wanted to see...he had a feeling that his dad would make a particularly good, if somewhat greedy, vampire. 
 
    He didn’t cry...not in front of Collins…but when the policeman went out and left him alone with Bill Reid he couldn’t help it. 
 
    He almost threw himself off the bed and buried his head in the Minister’s ample waist, throwing his arms around the man and hugging...hugging like he would never let go. 
 
    “She’s dead. The vampire showed me what he’d do, and he’s done it.” 
 
    They stayed together like that for long minutes as Tony cried out his grief and his rage, for his mother, for Ian and for Billy. Finally the sobs began to subside. 
 
    “Come on son,” Bill said, gently prizing Tony away. “Let’s get you downstairs...you look 
 
    like you could do with some hot food inside you.” 
 
    Tony hadn’t thought about it until it was mentioned, but now he could think of nothing else. 
 
    His stomach rumbled, so loud that they both heard it. 
 
    “Guess I was right,” Bill said. “How does soup sound? Tomato soup? All boys love tomato soup...I know I did at your age.” 
 
    Tony nodded. He knew that the Minister was trying to get him to think about something else...he wasn’t stupid enough not to notice that. 
 
    But for now he was happy to go along with it...even although he wasn’t particularly fond of tomato soup. Not now anyway...it reminded him too much of blood. 
 
      
 
    When they got to the top of the stairs the policemen were just about to leave. They suddenly looked flustered, unsure of themselves for the first time that evening. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Collins said. “It must be something in the air...the whole town’s going mad tonight. We’ve got six separate disturbances of the peace reports and a whole army of missing persons. Will the boy be okay here for a while?” 
 
    Bill nodded, as did Tony. He had no intention of going anywhere...not while it was still dark anyway and he moved closer to the Minister as if to reinforce his assent. 
 
    “I’ve left a man outside...with the....” Collins’ mouth flapped open and shut. “With the old man. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    The door slammed behind the police as they left. Bill stood looking at it for long seconds before turning back to the boy. 
 
    “Time for soup,” he said, taking Tony’s hand and leading him to a huge, spotlessly clean kitchen that looked like it was never used. The sight reminded him of the kitchen in his home...his mother’s fruitless efforts to keep the place clean despite his father’s innate untidy nature…the boxes of cereal and the half used loaves of bread and the slight greasiness of all the surfaces. 
 
    He pushed that thought away. He had to stop thinking about his mother...the last time he’d done it the vampire had got her. 
 
    It was best if he took each moment as it came and tried not to think too much...that was the only way he would cope with what was happening around him. 
 
    He watched, almost smiling, as the Minister opened and closed most of the cupboards visible before finally finding the soup cans. 
 
    “I don’t spend much time in here,” the man said, almost apologetically. “Mrs. Brown does it all for me.” 
 
    Soon saliva began to well in Tony’s mouth as the smell of warming soup filled the kitchen. 
 
    He sat at a table that was too high for him, in a chair that didn’t allow his feet to touch the ground, and when the Minister put a bowl of soup in front of him he felt like a much younger boy. 
 
    It was only then that he released his grip on the book, the book he had held on to all this time. 
 
    The Minister sat opposite him, and for a while there was only the quiet slurping as Tony wolfed down the soup. He scraped the bottom of the bowl and looked up guiltily to find Bill staring at him. 
 
    “Tell me about the vampire,” was all the Minister said, but that was enough. 
 
    Once Tony started talking he couldn’t stop. He told the Minister about Billy, about the house and the skeleton and how it had all started. By that time tears were once more streaming down his face, but he didn’t stop talking. 
 
    He told Bill about Ian and the trick in the boiler room, then he told him again about the old man in the graveyard. And through it all Bill said nothing, and the expression on his face didn’t change. 
 
    “And where does the book come into it all?” he asked, but Tony could only shrug...he hadn’t worked that bit out yet. 
 
    “The vampire is looking for it...that’s all I know. And he wants it very badly.” 
 
    “And this all actually happened?” Bill asked. “Just like you said?” 
 
    Tony could see the disbelief in the Minister’s face. He didn’t speak, merely pushed the book across the table to Bill and sat and watched as the Minister started to read. 
 
      
 
    Brian was getting drunk. Not quickly, but the effect of the strong beer and the company of his father was a heady combination. 
 
    “Good to see you again son,” his father said, thrusting another pint of beer into Brian’s hand. 
 
    “I think we should make a night of it...don’t you. After all, neither of us have our work to get to in the morning.” 
 
    All the old crowd was there...old Mr. Graham from next door holding forth about racing pigeons, his Auntie Netta with her gin and orange and reminiscences about his childhood, and his Uncle Davy ogling at everything in a skirt. 
 
    And his father was in good spirits. He’d already told the story about the one armed man and the camel, and he was building up to the one about ‘Hans that does dishes.’ 
 
    Brian hadn’t enjoyed himself so much for years. 
 
    But the drink seemed to be taking its toll. The walls of the pub wavered, melting and flowing in surrealist patterns that hurt his eyes when he looked too close, and occasionally he caught a glimpse of rough stone walls beneath the mock oak veneer. Then his dad bought him another drink and everything settled down again. 
 
    For a while. 
 
    The beer flowed faster and he got more and more drunk and the walls melted faster. His father held out a hand and smiled. He too began to change, his features flowing like melting butter in a pan. Brian grabbed for him, spilling his drink, but his hands only met air. 
 
    The room around him span in turmoil, swirling clouds of gas in hues of green and purple in which shapes danced and cavorted, shapes which slowly coalesced into pictures, like a video playing in Brian’s mind. 
 
      
 
    He was on a vast plain that stretched out flat to the horizon in every direction. It was night, and the sky overhead blazed with a curtain of stars, so clear that their individual colors could be seen, so bright that the plain was bathed in shining silver. He walked...had been walking forever...through a night that had no end. 
 
    There were no buildings, no factories, no streetlights, no smoke, and no offspring of the usurper Adam. There was only the soft grass of the plain and the sky. 
 
    And everywhere there was food...hot pulsing life that ran and crawled and swam, life that was his for the taking whenever he chose. 
 
    Far out on the plain something moved, a great beast that could have been a lion or tiger but was bigger and faster than either. 
 
    The body Brian inhabited began to move faster; running with no apparent effort as he halved the distance to the creature, then halved it again. 
 
    The creature had noticed him and began to run...great leaping bounds that carried it yards at a time. But he was catching it...closer and closer until he could smell its fear. 
 
    The great maned head turned towards him, and he took joy in the despair in its eyes as he leaped to land on its broad back. It was still running when his fangs pierced the fur, the flesh and, finally, the vein. 
 
    He laughed as he fed. 
 
    “So it was in the beginning, so it shall be again,” a voice intoned in his left ear and the scene shifted once more. 
 
      
 
    He was inside a building; a giant cavernous sepulchre carved in a black marble that shone with its own inner light. And all around him, quiet and still, stood rank upon rank of robed, hooded figures, all eyes fixed on an altar high in the west wall, a single slab on which a naked body lay. 
 
    A vampire stood there beside the body. He looked like a pale white ghost, and in his hand he held a silver dagger that flashed as he brought it up and brought it down and red blood spilled. 
 
    The crowd screamed, a howl that shook the stones and sent a flock of bats squealing overhead as the old one showed them the knife. He pointed it, still dripping, straight at Brian. 
 
    Brian felt himself move forward, his limbs refusing to obey commands, the crowd parting to let him past, a look of naked envy on every face as he moved closer to the altar and his prize. 
 
    The vampire’s eyes burned red as it took Brian by the hand and pulled him up towards the altar and the red dripping thing that lay there. Brian’s head was pushed down towards the body; down into the gore filled hole that had once been a chest. The dead skin felt like cold rubber as his face rubbed against the ravaged flesh. 
 
    “Drink this in remembrance of me,” a voice said in his ear and laughed. Brian felt hot coppery liquid in his mouth, in his throat. 
 
    He swallowed, twice, and darkness dimmed his sight, a red darkness that filled his mind and sent him down deep into an oblivion from which there was no return. 
 
      
 
    Tom’s head came down toward Margaret’s neck, almost before her reflexes could kick in. 
 
    She only had time to bring up her left hand. She cried in shock as Tom’s new fangs ripped into the flesh just above her wrist, twin grooves that flared with a deep heat. 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice that he had only pierced her hand. His jaws worked frantically and the wounds opened further. 
 
    Margaret’s eyes were only inches from his, but she saw no recognition, no spark of humanity...merely an animal lust for food...or rather, in Tom’s case, drink. 
 
    She screamed in his face, spittle flying around them, but he didn’t flinch. She squirmed, but his grip was tightening, tighter and tighter behind her back. She brought up her right hand and managed to wedge it under Tom’s chin, pushing hard, and at the same time bringing up her knee hard into his groin. 
 
    He grunted and his grip loosened...not by much, but enough for her to shift her balance and give herself more leverage against his chin. She put her weight into it, forcing his head backward and to the side, hearing his neck muscles creak and the grating of bone against bone as his neck vertebrae twisted. 
 
    She kicked him in the groin again, and again, and as his head came forward she butted him, just above the bridge of the nose. A wide gash appeared...a one-inch split in his skin that gaped white. There was no blood. 
 
    And still he held her tight, and still those rotted fangs continued to gouge new furrows in her hand. 
 
    She could feel her strength beginning to go and she didn’t think she would be able to hold him off much longer. 
 
    She let herself go limp, putting all her weight against Tom’s arms at her back. Then, as he leaned forward with her, she fell back further, using his weight against him and taking them both to the ground. 
 
    As she fell she twisted to the left, bringing her right leg round in an arc and throwing Tom off sideways. She rolled in a tight tumble and was on her feet and running while Tom was still regaining his balance. 
 
    She didn’t look back as she pounded her feet down on the hard tarmac. She was vaguely aware that she ran in the wrong direction...heading away from the town...but all she could think of was escape. Heavy drops of blood splattered from her hand leaving a jagged pattern strewn on the road behind her 
 
    The pain wasn’t getting through to her yet, but she knew that her ravaged hand needed medical attention, and needed it fast. Off to her right trees loomed over the road and she considered veering off...trying to lose her pursuer in the dark, but somehow she knew that would be fatal. 
 
    Her life had suddenly taken a turn into “The Twilight Zone”. Up till now she had given little thought to the occult, and had always laughed at the theatrics of vampire movies. But the reality wasn’t cozy, and it wasn’t sexy. No expensively clad Count would whisk her off for nights of ecstasy...there was only old Tom with his raincoat and rotting teeth. And he was somewhere out there in the night. He could even be watching her now. The thought added urgency and she picked up the pace. 
 
    The road stretched off in the dark ahead of her and she couldn’t remember whether there were any turn offs, any paths that she could take. She knew that she couldn’t run very far...she felt tired, bruised and bleeding. 
 
    Behind her she could imagine hurried footsteps, but still she wouldn’t turn around. 
 
    The road turned to her left, away from the grounds of the house, and now she didn’t even have the relative comfort of the trees. She couldn’t go on much longer...her breath was coming in heavy gasps and her hand was beginning to throb in red pain. 
 
    Her right foot hit a pothole in the road, sending her tumbling to the ground. Instinctively she put out her hand and screamed as rough gravel was pressed into her palms and her wounds screamed again in pain. She almost blacked out and had to slap herself on the cheek to stop the desire for sleep taking over. 
 
    She got to her feet, stumbling forward in a half couch, but it wasn’t long before she slowed, unable to make her legs move any further. She slowed again to a walk. And now she could look around, but all she could see was the black road and the twisted heather that bounded it. She stopped, turning in a full circle, but there was no movement, not even the slightest whisper of wind. 
 
      
 
    Tom Duncan lay on the rough gravel drive just inside the main gate and screamed at the stars overhead. 
 
    Jessie had been there...he’d heard her, seen her, tasted her. But she had spurned him. No, not just spurned, she had thrown him away like he was no more than a child’s doll. 
 
    And now the thirst was back, raging and strong within him. He ran a swollen tongue over his lips and picked up the taste of the longed for liquid. 
 
    “Jessie,” he whispered as he pushed himself upright, and there was an answering crunch of a footfall on the gravel behind him. 
 
    He turned towards the noise and could dimly make out a figure standing in the shadows beneath the trees. She had come back to him. He should have known better than to doubt her. He stretched out his arms. 
 
    “Jessie,” he said, his voice soft and pleading. 
 
    “Wrong lady,” a voice said, and Tom never even saw the crossbow bolt that entered his right eye socket and crashed through the remnants of his brain before lodging in the back of his skull. 
 
    He just had time to take in the long black overcoat and the blazing fury in the eyes of his assailant before the second bolt took him in the heart and the blackness came and took away the thirst. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr walked slowly up to the body on the ground, the crossbow cocked and loaded in his right hand. He spat on the body and said the words…the ones he’d been saying for far too long. 
 
    “That’s for Sandra, you bastard!” 
 
    That made two tonight, and he knew that the odds were that he’d missed at least one...the old one had got away from him for more than an hour, more than enough time to turn even more of the townspeople. 
 
    He had a feeling that it was beginning to run away from him...that the situation would get a whole lot worse before it got better. 
 
    He prodded the body with his left foot, a hard kick in the ribs that would have produced at least a flinch if there were anything left in the old man. He kept the crossbow high, waiting, but the remaining eye didn’t blink. He knelt and grabbed hold of the quarrel which protruded from the body’s face, having to kneel on the chest and use all his strength before it came free with a soft, moist sucking. 
 
    He wiped the bolt clean on the coat as, with his other hand, he removed a clove of garlic from his pocket and placed it between the dead creature’s lips. 
 
    There was no pity in him for the dead man...he’d allowed himself to be seduced, allowed his blood to be taken. That made him one of the weak ones, not worthy of pity. 
 
    The quarrel joined the others in the quiver under his arm as he stood up and gazed up the drive towards the house. 
 
    The old one knew about him now and would be more careful, and the house was its home territory...a place where it would be at its most dangerous. He knew that he had more chance of overcoming it by daylight, but the lust for action and execution was burning in him. 
 
    What tipped the balance was his tiredness. He had been pursuing the old one for days...ever since he’d read the signs...the cattle mutilations, the dead child...he’d known as soon as he read the newspapers that there was more work for him to do. 
 
    Breaking out of the wing had been easy. He’d been a good boy for a long time, and they thought he had settled down enough to relax security. And that had been all the chance he needed. 
 
    He’d had to steal the weapon, but he hadn’t had to hurt anyone. That was a promise he’d made to himself years before. He only hurt people who were already dead. And now it looked like he would have to hurt some more. 
 
    The police would be looking for him...he knew that. He’d never managed to persuade anyone of the rightness of his actions and he realized that he was considered insane. 
 
    Maybe he was, maybe he had to be to survive in the nightmare that his world had become, but he was just sane enough to know that if he didn’t succeed, then this town would be in serious trouble. He intended to do something about the possibility. 
 
    But not tonight. Tonight his body needed rest. 
 
    He dragged the old man off the drive and managed to get him hidden under a rhododendron. 
 
    Not a great job, but enough to keep the body out of the way for a couple of days, and that would be long enough, one way or another. 
 
    Before he covered the body up he searched the pockets for car keys, but there were none there. He checked the car itself but again the keys were missing. 
 
    There was a mystery here, but it was one that his tired brain refused to consider. He slid like a shadow into the trees, heading deep into the foliage until he found a small clearing, just big enough for him to lie down in. 
 
    From his pocket he took out a large bag of white powder which he released in a rough circle on the dry ground. He stepped into the circle, pulled his coat around him and lay down, clutching the crossbow tight to his chest. 
 
    In less than two minutes he was fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Margaret had been walking for a long time with little idea as to where she was going. 
 
    All she knew was that she got ever further from that house, further from the nightmare. 
 
    She had shut off the part of her mind that dealt with the events of the past few hours… thinking only of putting one foot in front of the other...anything else was dangerous. 
 
    Several times already memories had threatened to bubble to the front of her mind, bringing with them a strong trembling verging on hysteria. Each time she had managed to push them back, to clear her mind, but she knew that she would have to face it some time. 
 
    Just not yet, she thought, Dear Lord, just not yet. 
 
    Her left hand was wrapped tight inside the folds of her T-shirt that was rapidly turning a dark red, almost black in the moonlight. She had only looked at it once, then put it away...out of sight and out of mind deep in the place she wasn’t going to think about till later. 
 
    Overhead something passed in front of the moon, and she flinched, expecting attack, but there was only the forlorn caw of a night crow, then everything was quiet again. 
 
    The road stretched out before her and she knew she should be thankful for the moonlight that showed her the way. But she knew that it merely served to light her up, her white skin shining like a beacon in the night, advertising her presence. She hunched herself into a crouch, trying to make herself smaller, less conspicuous. 
 
    Her whole body felt like one massive bruise, as if she’d gone fifteen rounds with a heavyweight boxer, and she felt more tired than she had ever felt in her life...the same tiredness that came from a heavy bout of exercising but without the accompanying feel good factor. 
 
    In fact, there was a considerable ‘feel-bad’ factor. She giggled to herself at the thought, then stifled it with her good hand. 
 
    Going mad old girl, she told herself. 
 
    “Got to hold it together,” she muttered, under her breath this time. “Knew it was a bad idea to go for a curry.” 
 
    She told her left leg to move and, by some small miracle it obeyed her. Suddenly she thought of school, of the first cup of coffee of the day, and of the pleasure in seeing a group of kids be successful at something you had taught them. She could see all those young, keen faces before her and she held on to it, let it lead her onwards. 
 
    She knew that she wouldn’t be on the road forever...the towns in the area just weren’t that far apart. It was just a matter of walking. Walking and watching. 
 
    She was going up a hill...had been ascending for several minutes before she noticed the extra pressure on her calves. And when she crested the rise, it was several seconds before her brain processed the information that her eyes were sending. 
 
    The town lay spread out beneath her, streetlights twinkling like fireflies in the night. In her confused state she couldn’t even tell which town it was, but a town meant people, it meant doors that could be locked and beds that would be safe. 
 
    She almost broke into a run as she started down the hill, but her legs wouldn’t let her move any faster than a sedate walk. 
 
    When she arrived at the first streetlight it felt like she had crossed a barrier back into the real world, and when she passed the first house she began to feel a small fragment of security and safety. 
 
    She realized that she knew where she was, that she was back in her hometown, on the road that came down off the moor. 
 
    Somewhere in her wanderings she had managed to get back onto the main road, but she had no memory of taking a turning...it was somewhere back in the spot that she tried very hard not to remember. 
 
    What she did know was that her home was still over two miles away, almost exactly at the farthest point in town from here. She didn’t think she would be able to make it, and, as if to confirm the fact, her legs buckled, threatening to send her tumbling once more. It was only force of will that kept her standing upright. 
 
    She called out for help, but the sound that emitted from her mouth was little more than a moan, and even a second attempt would scarcely be heard more than ten yards away. The houses on either side of her stayed dark, no lights showing. 
 
    Her body was crying out for sleep, and her brain was nearly ready to give in to the urge. She needed help, and she needed it quick...she wasn’t tired enough not to realize that. 
 
    Off to her left she caught a flicker of movement. Turning, she could see a light still burning in a room and she recognized the bulky shadow of the church and the smaller shape of the Manse beside it. 
 
    She dredged up a mental picture of Bill Reid. She had known the man for some time, and he had seemed pleasant enough in a scruffy, religious kind of way. She also knew of his fondness for staying up till all hours, unable to let go of a good book until he had seen the characters through to their fate. Tonight must be just such a night. 
 
    Besides, a churchman might be just what she needed; he might be the only person who might believe her story. 
 
    She willed her tired limbs into action and headed towards the beckoning light like a boat towards the harbor lights of home. 
 
      
 
    Tony sat in the too large chair and watched the Minister read the book. 
 
    He could remember it all, as if it had been permanently etched in his mind, even though he had only read it once, one night not long after Billy had gone away. 
 
    He’d taken it out from under his bed, gingerly, almost reverentially, and once he’d read the first page he hadn’t stopped until he’d reached the last. A lot of the words were too big or too strange for him, but the pictures they produced in his mind told the story true enough. 
 
    He could have told the Minister about ‘The Redeemer’. How she came from the dried blood of the Eriah the first made. How she had rebuilt the great temple, and how she had reunited the disparate bloodlines, bringing together the Eldren, and the Unforgiven, and the blood children into one tribe who lived together as one in the frozen wastelands of the north. He could have told the Minister about how she gave her soul to Shoa in return for the release of her people, but he let the Minister read. He would let the Minister see for himself the obvious truth in the stories told. 
 
    And after the Minister had finished reading, then maybe they could talk, and maybe then 
 
    Tony would be believed. 
 
    “Mr. Reid?” he said. “Can I have some more soup?” 
 
    The man didn’t look up from the book, merely waved with a hand. “Yes. It’s over there in the cupboard.” 
 
    Tony climbed down from the chair and crossed to the cupboard. The Minister didn’t move from his position as Tony passed. Tony noticed that he was a third of the way through the book...still back in the time before the Romans. 
 
    The real shocks for the Minister still lay ahead, and Tony wanted to make sure that he had more food before then...the Minister was likely to go ballistic somewhere just after the halfway mark. 
 
    He managed to cope with the tin opener but the cooker proved a test of his ingenuity...there were just too many buttons and dials. He turned back to ask the Minister, but the man was deeply engrossed, his shoulders hunched and tight as he leaned even closer to the pages. 
 
    Tony could only get the cooker working by switching on each ring in turn, checking whether it was warming up by holding his hand above it. 
 
    The soup came out of the can slowly, oozing thickly like ketchup from a new bottle...or blood from a new wound. He almost gagged but managed to fight down the reflex. Not that the Minister would have noticed...he was lost in the book, deep in a world where God was defined by his relationship, not with man, but with creatures of the night, pale vampires who looked on men the same way that men looked at cattle. 
 
    The big clock above the fireplace chimed, once, then again, almost causing Tony to spill the soup. He waited, but there was no more. 
 
    Two o’clock in the morning! Tony thought with some wonderment. Such a time barely existed in his young mind. It should be a time for comforting sleep in a warm bed, not standing, unwashed and afraid, in a strange kitchen. He wondered just how long it would be before he felt safe again. 
 
    The soup was warming up slowly and Tony poured it into his bowl before it was properly heated through. That didn’t bother him though...it went down almost as quickly as the last bowl. 
 
    He didn’t look at the Minister until all the soup was finished, but when he did he saw that the man’s face was nearly as red as the inside of the soup bowl. 
 
    “Sacrilege,” he whispered. “I don’t believe a word of it.” 
 
    Tony wasn’t sure about that...he could see the doubt in the man’s eyes. Maybe that was what made the Minister so angry, but whatever it was, it caused him to throw the book across the room. 
 
    There was a loud snap as the spine cracked and the old pages spilled out in a fan. And there among them, just protruding from a new rip in the cover, several folded pieces of aged, yellow paper. 
 
    Tony reached them first, and when he unfolded the top sheet he found it was covered in strange diagrams...circles and stars encasing thick, black hieroglyphs. And on the reverse, in a flowing, stylish script, a verse, but most of it in a language he couldn’t understand. 
 
    He read it out loud, but struggled so much over some of the words that the Minister took the paper from him and continued reading. 
 
    Powers of the Kingdom, be ye under my left foot and in my right hand, 
 
    Glory and Eternity, take me by the two shoulders and direct me in the paths of victory. 
 
    Mercy and Justice be ye the equilibrium and splendor of my life. 
 
    Intelligence and wisdom crown me. 
 
    Spirits of Malcuth lead me betwixt the two pillars upon which rests the edifice of the temple. 
 
    Angels of Nestah and Hod strengthen me upon the cubic stone of Jesod. 
 
    Oh Gedulael, Oh Gedulael, Oh Tiphereth, Binael, be thou my love. 
 
    Ruach Hochmael be thou my light. Be that which thou art and thou shalt be. Oh Jethriel Tschim assist me in the name of Amro, be my strength in the name of Yoriah. 
 
    Oh Beni-Elohim, be my brethren in the name of the Redeemer and by the power of Zebaoth. 
 
    Elohim do battle for me in the name of Rokar. 
 
    Malachim protect me in the name of Jod He Vau He. 
 
    Seraphim cleanse me in the name of Elvoih. 
 
    Give me the strength to cast down this the servant of thine enemy. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Tony asked, but the Minister shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know. It seems to be some sort of exorcism...and some of the words are definitely Hebrew, but it’s been mixed up with the abominations mentioned in that book of yours. Here,” he said, thrusting the papers at Tony. “Take them back. I want nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Tony took the papers and managed to return them to their original place in the cover of the book. On his hands and knees he collected all the spilled pages together and slid them back inside the spine, but their order was anybody’s guess. 
 
    “The vampire wants it,” Tony said, slipping the book between his trousers and his body. “It must mean something.” 
 
    Bill Reid was angry, but Tony had noticed it too late. 
 
    “Would you shut up about the vampire? There’s no such thing. It’s all just the ravings of a demented soul,” the Minister said, almost to himself, “That’s all it can be.” 
 
    The man looked at the clock and winced visibly. 
 
    “It looks like we’re not going to get much sleep tonight. Are you tired?” 
 
    Tony shook his head. In truth he felt dog weary, but he wouldn’t allow himself to sleep...not here in a strange house. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can play chess?” Bill asked, and was surprised when the boy nodded in response. 
 
    Five minutes later they were seated in Bill’s study hunched over the black and white pieces and Bill was fast discovering that Tony did more than just play chess. The boy was a natural. He didn’t know the standard openings, but he could counter in imaginative ways and soon the Minister was fighting, not for a win, but for survival. 
 
    They were both so engrossed in the game that they almost didn’t respond to the ringing of the front door bell. It was only when the ringing turned to a loud, insistent knocking that the Minister rose out of his chair. 
 
      
 
    Margaret wasn’t going to make it as far as the church. Her legs were as dead as old wood, and it felt like her shoes had been filled with lead. Her eyesight was blurred and hazy, unable to distinguish between lampposts and trees. 
 
    Her injured hand throbbed in time with her heartbeat, a beat that was getting faster and  louder in her ears. 
 
    She made it as far as the gate to the churchyard and just managed to push it open before it swung away from her, yanking her balance with it and sending her tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Lying down seemed like such a natural thing to do and a welcome grayness seeped into her brain...the promise of sleep. 
 
    She felt a hand tug at her shoulder and she got turned round to look up into the concerned face of a young policeman. The face was only there for a second, and for a time she felt unsure whether she dreamt it. The grayness took another step forward and her head sank once more to the ground, but she got disturbed by two pairs of hands roughly lifting her to her feet. She tried to fight them off, but could only produce small, ineffectual flutters with her hands. She was led, almost frog-marched, along the driveway and into the Manse. 
 
    The sudden brightness of the light lanced into her eyes, forcing her to clamp them tightly shut. In the far distance someone was speaking to her, and she knew that she should recognize the voice, but the effort was just too much. She let herself be led to a chair and sank deeply into its cushions. Just as sleep finally took her she heard someone mention a doctor, but by then her body had shut itself down and there were only the dreams to remind her that she was still alive. 
 
      
 
    Tony stood around feeling lost and useless as the Minister and the policeman brought the woman into the study. 
 
    She looked disheveled, her jacket ripped and torn; her jeans caked in mud and a red splash of blood on her T-shirt. Her eyes were wild, seeming too large for her head, and her hair was tangled and wild. It took him several seconds to recognize her and when he did he let out a small gasp. 
 
    “Miss Brodie?” he said, and the Minister beside him jumped with a start as if jolted by electricity. 
 
    The man leaned forward over the woman and parted her hair from her face. 
 
    “Margaret?” he asked, as if in wonderment. “What in heaven has happened to you?” 
 
    The teacher didn’t reply, her eyes closing and her head dropping to her chest. 
 
    “I’d better phone for a doctor,” the young policeman said. 
 
    The Minister waved him away and leaned closer to the teacher. 
 
    “Margaret,” he said, more insistent this time, but Tony could see that the teacher was already asleep. 
 
    He suddenly felt more frightened than ever. Teachers were part of the rational, sane world that he still yearned to get back to. Teachers did not turn up at three in the morning covered in mud and blood looking half dead. 
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off her, even when the policeman came back into the room. 
 
    “I’ve called for the doctor,” he said. “His wife wasn’t best pleased. He’s not been home all night, but she said that she would tell him to call in… if he gets in touch.” 
 
    The policeman looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’d better be getting back outside sir...Mr. Collins was most insistent that I shouldn’t leave my post.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Minister said. “I’ll look after her until the doctor gets here. It looks like we’ve become collectors of lost souls tonight.” 
 
    Tony watched as the Minister gently prized Margaret’s hand away from her bloody T-shirt, and gasped when he saw the extent of the wounds that had been inflicted. 
 
    “It looks like she’s been attacked by a dog.” But Tony wasn’t so sure...he’d seen grooves like that before...in Ian’s neck...just after the vampire had got him. 
 
    “We can’t wait for the doctor. Stay and watch her,” the Minister said to Tony. “I’ll get something to clean up that hand.” 
 
    Tony was left in the room with the sleeping teacher. 
 
    He backed himself away from her, slowly. She could wake up any minute...and she might not wake up human. She looked pale, and he thought that she might have lost a lot of blood...like something might have been feeding on her. 
 
    He looked around, looking for something that he might use as a weapon, and his eyes lit on a fireside poker. It wasn’t quite a stake, but he thought he would be able to use it as one if it came down to it. 
 
    He had just lifted the poker into his hand when the Minister returned carrying a bowl of water. 
 
    “Quite the little protector eh?” the Minister said gesturing towards the poker. “Don’t worry...nothing will harm her here.” 
 
    “She might be a vampire,” Tony suddenly said, almost shouting. 
 
    “Now listen. I’ve had enough of this talk of vampires. We’ve got a sick woman here, and we need to help her. Now come over here and hold this bowl.” 
 
    Tony shook his head, but the Minister looked at him with such sadness in his eyes that he put the poker down and moved forward, gingerly at first, then with more confidence when the woman showed no sign of waking up. 
 
    The Minister cleaned the woman’s hand with gentleness, wringing out the cloth he used into the bowl, turning the water first pale, then deep pink. And all the time Tony watched, ready at any moment to make a dive for the poker. But the teacher didn’t move, didn’t even flinch as dry crusty blood was carefully removed from her wound exposing the raw flesh and the glimpse of white bone beneath. 
 
    Even when the Minister wrapped the hand in a clean white bandage and placed it back, like a small pet, in her lap, she didn’t move. 
 
    The Minister stood, pressing his palms at the base of his spine and groaning. 
 
    “I’m getting too old for this,” he muttered to himself, then, in a louder voice, spoke to Tony. 
 
    “What a night. Do you think we have any more surprises yet to come?” 
 
    Tony shrugged, still not taking his eyes from the teacher. 
 
    “It’s getting on for four o’clock,” the Minister said, dropping himself into his armchair with a sigh, “Too late to go to bed, too early to do anything worthwhile. I’ll stay up and wait for the doctor. Do you want to go to bed and get some sleep?” 
 
    “I’d rather stay with you,” Tony replied. In truth the thought of being alone filled him with terror, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep...not with the teacher downstairs. 
 
    He sat in the chair opposite the Minister and stared at the chess pieces. 
 
    Neither of them made a move and neither of them spoke. 
 
    There was only the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece and the soft heavy breathing from the sleeping teacher in the other chair. 
 
      
 
    Brian opened his eyes, but the darkness did not lessen. 
 
    He felt weak, as if just recovered from a long bout of flu, and when he tried to bring a hand to his brow he found it too much effort to move even a finger. 
 
    There was a dull ache at his throat just above his collarbone, rawness like that left by a burn, and there was a leaden tiredness in his limbs. 
 
    His eyes slowly adjusted, and the shadows to either side of him hardened and became defined. 
 
    He lay in a stone box, walls rising almost a foot above him to his right and left. Somewhere in the room beyond someone, or something, was singing, a melodic, almost child-like chant. He felt a lethargy take hold, first in his feet, then his calves, slowly spreading to all his body, a tingling sensation like a tuning fork being ran lightly from his head to his toes. 
 
    The roof of his head felt light and he seemed to float just above the hard stone at his back as calm washed over him. 
 
    The singing stopped and there was the sound of metal sliding against stone. 
 
    He felt a sudden burst of panic, but the vibration modulated, rising in speed and driving all thought from his mind, even as the sharp glint of steel came into sight above him. 
 
    A long white arm was holding a sword above him, and it waved in a series of passes over his body as a strange chant joined with the vibration and synchronized with his heartbeat. 
 
    He watched, hypnotized as the silver steel passed above him, once, twice, then again. And with each pass it came closer and the silver shone brighter. 
 
    A head came into view...a white ghost with burning eyes. Brian knew that he had seen it before somewhere, but he couldn’t remember when, and he knew that he should be afraid, but all he felt was quiet calm and acceptance. 
 
    The creature smiled, exposing its fangs, and Brian smiled back as it brought down the sword, hard, across its own arm, slashing a six-inch wound that immediately oozed redly. 
 
    “Drink and become mine,” a voice echoed inside Brian’s head. The blood began to fall on him, spattering across his cheeks, nose and, finally, falling on his lips. He licked it with the tip of his tongue and gasped as it burnt a fiery trail down his throat. 
 
    It hit him almost immediately...an ecstasy that was stronger than the most powerful orgasm. 
 
    He opened his mouth wide and began to gulp hungrily. 
 
    Heat coursed through his body, burning its way through his veins and arteries, lighting him up from within. 
 
    He could see every pore on the face of the creature above him, the fine crystalline structure of the skin, the root of every hair. He turned his head to the side and realized that he could see the finest grain of the stone, each atom dancing and cavorting. 
 
    The room was suddenly lit up brilliantly, as if by a roaring fire. Shadows danced on the ceiling and among the shadows he could see bats roosting in the nooks and crannies of the rough stone. 
 
    He could feel every beat of his heart, like a bass drum in his chest, a pounding that shook and reverberated through his body, slower, then slower still, like a clock winding down. 
 
    And still he gulped down the hot liquid, and still the fire coursed through him until it consumed him entirely. He felt his heart burn away, piece by piece, the drum stuttering and faltering until it was finally silent and there was only the fire and the burning eyes of the creature above him. 
 
    Enough, the voice said in his head, and the flow of liquid suddenly stopped. He gulped pleadingly, but there was only air. 
 
    The heat inside him flared, threatening to incinerate him completely then died as suddenly as it had come. An icy coldness took its place, a cold so deep that ice must be forming in all the empty places inside him, a deep blue cold that froze where the heat had ravaged and left him an empty vessel. 
 
    A white hand came down to his face and stroked him across the cheek, its touch as cold as the ice he felt in his veins. 
 
    Now you are first made, the voice in his head said. Now you are mine. 
 
    There was naked lust in those blazing eyes, and Brian felt as if he fell into them. The cold inside him intensified, like ice water running through him. Deep in the pit of his stomach there was a place that demanded heat, which needed heat. For the moment it was little more than a mild hunger, but he could feel it growing, tugging at him. 
 
    Come, the voice said, and Brian felt himself rise from the box of stone, so light that he felt he might float. 
 
    They were in a small, roughly hewn room, and he could now see that he had been lying in a great stone coffin that dominated the room. A silver sword lay on the floor at his feet, its jeweled hilt blazing as if it was on fire. Although he could see every ridge and crack of the walls around him, there was no source of light. But Brian accepted it as just another part of what he now was. 
 
    Somewhere deep inside him a voice was crying, shouting for attention, but he was mesmerized by the blazing eyes of the creature that took him by the hand and led him out from the room of his birth. 
 
    It took him through caverns that glowed in silver and gray, the mosses and lichens writhing, each with their own, tiny spark of life. He could hear them hum, a thin, tinny, minor chord that sang in the air around them, but he had no time to stop as the creature spurred him forward. 
 
    They went through a hole in a wall into a room that contained rows of beds along the walls. 
 
    Brian looked at them dispassionately...he knew what they were, knew their purpose, but he felt no affinity with them, could see no reason why he would ever have the need for one. 
 
    They came to a ladder reaching up to a room above and they went up, without touching a single rung, and up further, through a series of chambers, rising like smoke in still air. 
 
    They emerged in a kitchen, a room that shone in dazzling white moonlight, so bright that 
 
    Brian had to squint until his eyes adjusted. He realized that the room smelled, a heavy meaty odor, but stale, as if from long ago. 
 
    The smell got stronger as they moved silently through the house, until they came to a room that blazed in dazzling white. The serpent on the floor lay coiled in the moonlight, thin gray shadows running in smoky wisps across its surface. Overhead the moon shone, as bright as the noon sun. 
 
    “Come,” the thing that held his hand said, leading him to the center of the mosaic. 
 
    Deep inside him the other voice, the one from before the change, was shouting louder, clamoring for attention, but when he looked into the eyes of his creator the calm returned and he was still and quiet as he stood directly under the dome of glass. 
 
    His creator reached his hands upwards and began to sing, a harsh dissonance, the words of which Brian half felt he could understand. 
 
    The mosaic at his feet shifted, the coils of the serpent expanding and contracting, great breaths beginning to bring life to the cold tiles. The huge head at his feet shifted and a pair of ruby red eyes snapped open and stared at him and through him as neck muscles contracted and the serpent’s head raised off the floor to sway in the air before him. 
 
      
 
    Tony was looking fixedly at the teacher when she sat up straight in the chair, her eyes snapping open as if turned on by a switch. 
 
    The eyes didn’t look like they belonged in her face, bulbous, staring and rimmed in watery pink. 
 
    She gripped the arms of the chair and started to push herself upwards. Tony was already reaching for the poker when she spoke, just one word. 
 
    “Brian,” she said, then started to scream. 
 
    He got out of the chair fast and had the poker raised above his head to strike when he felt a heavy hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing boy,” Bill Reid said, pushing past Tony and taking the woman by the shoulders. 
 
    “Margaret,” he said softly, looking into her eyes. “Margaret,” he said again, more forcibly this time. “It’s all right. You’re safe.” 
 
    She stared at him, and Tony could see no recognition in her eyes, only a wild-eyed, blank gaze. Her mouth was wide open, and he couldn’t see any fangs, but he kept the poker raised, just in case. 
 
    The Minister held Margaret’s face in his hands and brought his own face up close to the teacher’s. 
 
    “Fetch me some whiskey, son,” he said to Tony. “It’s in the cupboard next to the fridge in the kitchen.” 
 
    Tony sidled past them, still clutching the poker, but the teacher was now just staring, wide eyed and slack jawed. 
 
    He hurried to the kitchen and found the almost full bottle. He had to get a chair to reach it, and his legs were shaking so much that he nearly toppled to the floor, but he managed to steady himself just in time. 
 
    He was just about to take the bottle from the shelf when he saw something else...a small jar, a bit like a pepper pot. It was the label that drew him—“Garlic Granules”. 
 
    Suddenly he remembered the graveyard, the white powder and the taste in his mouth. 
 
    He took the jar from the shelf and buried it deep in his pocket before finally lifting down the whiskey bottle. 
 
    The golden fluid shone in the overhead light. 
 
    “Just a little stiffener,” his father always said. That’s what Tony needed...a stiffener. 
 
    He pulled the cork out of the bottle... it must be cheap stuff he thought...his dad’s bottles always had a shiny smart screw top...and took a long swig of the liquid. 
 
    He gagged and had to force down the tomato soup that was threatening to come back up. His eyes watered and his stomach felt it was on fire but, strangely, he did feel better. 
 
    He grasped the bottle in his right hand and the poker in his left as he made his way back along the hall to the study. He half expected to find the teacher had turned; her teeth firmly embedded in the Minister’s neck, so that when he entered the room and found them in each other’s arms he almost dropped the bottle. 
 
    Then he saw that the teacher was crying, her head on Bill Reid’s shoulder, his hand patting uncomfortably at her hair. 
 
    The Minister gently sat Margaret back on the chair and took the whiskey bottle from Tony. He must have caught the smell of the liquor on Tony’s breath, for his left eyebrow went up, but he didn’t say anything as he took two glasses from a small display cabinet. 
 
    “You won’t be wanting any of this,” he said to Tony. It wasn’t a question, but there was definitely the glint of a smile in his eyes. He poured two large measures and carefully placed one in Margaret’s hands before downing his own in one swift gulp. 
 
    He looked almost longingly at the bottle before putting it down beside the chair. 
 
    The teacher was staring into space again, the drink forgotten in her hands. Bill reached forward and guided the glass to her lips. 
 
    She took a sip and coughed, the liquid running down her chin. She grabbed the glass tight as she gulped down the rest of it greedily. 
 
    “More,” she said, thrusting the glass at the Minister. 
 
    He lifted the bottle and poured two fingers worth, then more as she gestured at the bottle, until the glass was almost full. She drank half of it before lowering the glass to her lap. 
 
    It was only then that she seemed to notice the bandage on her hand. She rolled her wrist forward and back, studying the bandage as if it was something alien and new. Her eyes went out of focus, and Tony thought that she would cry again, but there were no tears...only a low moan. 
 
    “Oh, Brian,” she said. 
 
    She looked up at Bill and her eyes were clear for the first time. 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Bill replied, almost absently pouring himself a whiskey from the bottle. “The policeman found you in the churchyard. You gave him a hell of a fright...he thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I remember him,” Margaret said, “I thought I dreamt it. But what was a policeman doing here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, and it concerns our young friend here,” Bill said, “But it’ll keep for a while. You look done in. What happened to you?” 
 
    She shook her head, as if refusing to remember. 
 
    “I need to go,” she said, trying to stand, but only getting halfway out of the chair before her legs betrayed her and she fell back against the cushions. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere until the doctor’s had a look at you,” Bill said. “That’s a nasty bite you’re got there.” 
 
    Tony noticed her flinch at the word, and she looked down at her hand but her thoughts were a long way away, remembering. Then she said the thing that made him start paying attention. 
 
    “I know you’ll think I’m mad Bill, but I’ve got to ask,” she said, gripping tighter to the whiskey glass, “Do you believe in vampires?” 
 
      
 
    Andy Crawford looked at his watch and grimaced. Half past four in the morning, and no sign of relief. 
 
    He’d already counted the visible gravestones twice, and the only movement he’d seen all night had been the injured woman. 
 
    Even that had brought little respite. He’d just taken enough time to get her inside and to phone for a doctor, and then he’d been back out here in the cold while they were snug inside the house. 
 
    He sometimes wondered what had made him become a policeman in the first place. It certainly hadn’t been out of vocation. The long nights and shift patterns meant that he had little chance of a normal social life...not that any of the local women would be seen dead with a copper anyway. 
 
    When he’d joined up he was thinking of the early retirement and the pension, but that seemed far away...too many nights like this between now and then. 
 
    The night was quiet this far from the center of town and there was only the quiet rustle of the breeze in the trees. 
 
    “Bloody Collins,” he muttered to himself, “Leaving a man out here for hours.” 
 
    His radio crackled at his chest, but when he lifted it to his mouth it was quiet once more. 
 
    “407 Crawford here,” he said, and waited for a reply, but there was only static. 
 
    “Bloody Johnson. Probably jerking off in the lavvy.” 
 
    “407 Crawford here. Come on Gus, talk to me.” 
 
    But there was still no reply. 
 
    They’d probably all be in the station, swigging coffee and having a good laugh at his expense. Well he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of being worried by it. 
 
    He paced backward and forward, trying to get some feeling into his toes, cursing under his breath, so his back was to the slim figure that slipped out from the trees like a ghost. 
 
    He only caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye and didn’t have time to turn fully before something jumped on his back and thin legs were wrapped around his waist. 
 
    His hair was pulled hard, bringing his head up and back and there was a sudden jab of pain as teeth pierced his neck. 
 
    He rammed his body backward, catching his attacker between himself and the stone wall of the church, the jar of impact driving most of the air from his lungs but failing to dislodge whoever was clutching him. 
 
    He bent almost double and rolled forward, until he toppled in a forward roll, and he smiled as he brought a small shriek from his attacker and felt the limbs that were gripping him loosen and fall away. 
 
    Blood was welling from the wound at his back and he felt it pooling at his stiff collar. He put a hand to his back and it came away dark and wet. 
 
    “You bastard,” he said, and turned to his attacker. 
 
    She was small, less than ten years old, and her nightgown was ripped and torn in a dozen places. Long blonde hair hung in a tangle over her left shoulder and large blue eyes stared up at him from beneath an uneven fringe. She hooked a finger at one side of her mouth and tugged at her lips, looking ready to burst into tears at the slightest provocation. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Crawford muttered to himself. His mind was reeling with visions of being charged with assault on a child. 
 
    “Are you my daddy?” the girl asked. It sounded like there was something wrong with her throat...her voice coming harsh and strained...but there was no missing the loss and pain in her tone. 
 
    “No darling,” Crawford said, and bent down to be at the same level as the girl. “But I’m sure I can find him for you. Come here,” he said, opening his arms and gesturing her forward. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t want to,” she said. “I’m having fun with my new friends.” 
 
    Now Crawford was thinking about child abuse, and possibly catching the perpetrator. 
 
    “And what friends are these then?” he asked, just as he noticed her gaze slip over his left shoulder. 
 
    “Friends like me,” she said, and giggled. 
 
    Crawford didn’t have time to react. He barely had time to turn. They were standing around him in a rough semi-circle. 
 
    They were all wearing nightclothes, apart from two that were completely naked. And they were getting closer. 
 
    They didn’t even give him time to scream. 
 
      
 
    The head of the serpent swelled and grew, six, eight, then ten feet across, its fangs great swords of razor sharp steel, its eyes like twin pools of fire. 
 
    The floor shifted under Brian’s feet as the coils unfurled and the length of the wyrm rose up from the mosaic, its scales shining in a myriad of rainbow colors. 
 
    A red tongue protruded from between the teeth, and kept coming, its forked end flicking at the air as if tasting for prey. 
 
    My Master is here, the voice in his head said. Kneel before the great one. 
 
    But Brian could only stand and stare, transfixed by those eyes. 
 
    “Kneel,” the voice hissed in his ears, and he felt the warm vibration begin in the air around him. The voice deep inside him was stronger still, advocating flight, reminding him of what it was to fear. 
 
    “No,” he shouted, and began to back away from the serpent. 
 
    “Kneel,” the creature said, more insistent this time, and was answered by a voice in the doorway. 
 
    “Not this one Shoa. This one resists you, the same way that I did.” 
 
    A black clad figure walked into the room. He was tall, over six feet, with a mane of jet-black hair that reached down almost six inches past his collar. His eyes looked black in the moonlight and his step was confident and assured as he strode into the center of the mosaic, ignoring the serpent that lay in coils all around him. 
 
    “Donald Allan?” the white vampire said. “I should have given you the final death when I had the chance.” 
 
    The newcomer didn’t reply, but raised a hand, and where his fingers passed a burning flame appeared, upwards, then downwards and through a series of fast passes until a complicated pentagram of fire burned in the air above the serpent’s head. He made a final flourish and the pentagram exploded in gold brilliance. Brian blinked, and when he looked again, he was alone in the room with the stranger. 
 
    He had expected the unnatural brilliance to be gone along with the serpent, but he could still see every tile in the mosaic that now lay inert on the floor, and blue ice still had hold of his veins. 
 
    The stranger turned towards him, and Brian saw that his eyes were not black...they were deep blue, almost purple, and their gaze seemed to pierce him. 
 
    “You have a choice,” the stranger said. “You can follow Shoa, who even now is looking for a place to sleep, or you can come with me. I can’t promise you anything, but you will have your own free will...and I might be able to shed some light on what happened to you tonight.” 
 
    Brian tried to speak, but it was as if his throat muscles had become one, tight cord. Instead he put out a hand and grasped the stranger by the upper arm. He looked deep into the stranger’s eyes and nodded, just once. 
 
    “Good. Come on then. We need to get out of here...Shoa is stronger than I thought he would be, and I’m not best prepared.” 
 
    Brian was once more led by the hand, out of the room and out into the grounds of the house. 
 
    The noise was so loud that Brian fell to his knees, his hands covering his ears trying to blot out the sound. 
 
    Every tree sang, a chorus of bass chords that drummed loud in the night counterpointed by the high tenor of the grass on the verges and the sweet soprano fluting from the flowers and shrubs in the borders. The whole night seemed alive in sound, like several orchestras all playing at once, all performing different concertos. 
 
    The stranger was still standing over him, and when Brian looked up he saw that the man was smiling down at him. 
 
    “I’d forgotten how it is in the beginning,” he said, “I’m afraid you’re just going to have to get used to it. Come on. It’s getting early, and the sun will be up soon.” 
 
    He leaned down and took Brian by the hand, lifting him off the ground as if he was a doll. 
 
    The night was as clearly lit as a summer’s day, each star blazing like a searchlight and Brian found that if he concentrated he could hear them buzzing, a whine that sang like the high notes on a guitar. 
 
    And in it all he sensed an order, a code of harmonics and chords that held the universe together. 
 
    He looked at the stranger, and got another laugh in return. 
 
    “Time enough for questions later...it’ll take some time for you to assimilate it all. In the meantime, we’ve really got to go.” 
 
    He led Brian down the drive. 
 
    “Is that your car outside the gates?” he asked, and again Brian nodded. 
 
    “We’ll take mine if you don’t mind...I don’t think you’re in a fit state to drive.” 
 
    When they got to the gates Brian saw a car parked next to his; a sleek, black Jaguar that looked like it had just come out of a garage. 
 
    “If I’m going to be looking after you, I suppose you’d better know who I am,” the stranger said. He held out a hand for Brian to shake. 
 
    “I’m Donald Allan, and I’m just like you.” 
 
    Brian tried to speak, and this time a hoarse croak was all he could manage. 
 
    “It takes a while,” the other man said, “But I think you’ll manage it. In the meantime, we have more pressing matters to consider.” 
 
    He looked at the sky and grimaced. 
 
    “The night’s nearly finished. We’ll have to go to your house...we won’t make it to mine. Do you have a room without windows?” 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    His brain wasn’t functioning properly. He couldn’t make connections between ideas, couldn’t plan his next actions. For the moment he felt content to be led by the other man. 
 
    “You’ll have to show me where to go,” the stranger said with a smile. “This area has changed a bit since I last passed through.” 
 
    Brian got into the passenger seat, sinking deep into the black leather. He looked around to get his bearings then pointed in the direction of the town. 
 
    While the stranger drove he spoke, at the same time his story ran in pictures into Brian’s mind, as if he watched a movie inside his head. 
 
      
 
    “The snow was whipping around my face like biting flies and the wind whistled like a banshee in my ears. I have never been so happy to see a lump of rock in my life. 
 
    Dunnotar Castle sits on a rocky outcrop, jutting out into the sea like the prow of a giant boat. The stone buildings rise almost seamlessly out of the cliffs and it is hard to see where nature stops and man’s work begins. It is even harder to see when the wind is screaming and the snow is falling in an endless white sheet. 
 
    On that night only a single light led me across the causeway, and a single guard took my horse and showed me to the Great Hall. 
 
    “Donald, Lord Allan of Strathallan.” 
 
    A doorman announced my presence in the room, and ten heads turned as I strode across the expanse of floor, trying not to seem too eager as I made my way to the fire and got my hands as close to the flames as I dared. 
 
    Nine months in the desert had made me particularly aware of just how cold my homeland was, and on a night like this, with six inches of snow and a howling gale, I wished I had never returned. But then I would have missed my triumph. 
 
    The feeling was just coming back to my hands as I turned away from the roaring embers and faced the room. A flagon of mulled wine was thrust at me from my right. 
 
    “Here. Get this inside, o’ ye.” 
 
    Jamie, Tenth Earl of Dunnotar and Defender of the Crown’s regalia was a big man, six feet tall, broad of shoulder, with flaming red hair and a beard in which you could have hidden a family of mice. 
 
    His face flickered redly in the flames and when the candlelight glinted in his eyes he looked like the devil himself. But then he laughed, and the spell was broken. 
 
    “Your sojourn amongst the barbarians has enfeebled ye...eh man?” 
 
    A huge meaty palm slapped me on the back, almost making me spill my wine as he laughed again. 
 
    “Never mind. Come and meet the gentry...we’ve got some women here that’ll bring the color back to your cheeks.” 
 
    I managed to avoid another slap on the back as I followed him across the room. I hadn’t expected a social gathering...I had expected to get straight to the business...but Jamie obviously had his own games to play. I would just have to wait until the main player arrived. 
 
    Making polite conversation had never been a favorite pastime of mine, and I’m afraid that I bored the fine ladies of the court, but my mind was forever wandering back to the desert, back to that sepulchre where my long quest had reached its end. 
 
    I was standing alone by the fireplace, trying vainly to warm the chill in my bones, when the doorman made the announcement I had been waiting for. 
 
    “Robert, Lord of Arran, High Steward of Ayrshire, Grand Master of the Kilwinning Chapter.” 
 
    With a build up like that you might have expected a formidable figure, but the man who came in looked like he was struggling to live up to his moniker. His dress was fine enough...all wolf’s fur and soft leather, but the body inside had been racked by too much illness...he could no longer stand straight, his back hunched in a twisted curve. His hair hung across his scalp in a lank wave and his beard was as fine as duck down. Only his eyes seemed truly alive as he came across the room and took my hand. 
 
    “Donald,” he said, and there was genuine warmth in his voice. “I knew you would return. 
 
    Do you have it?” 
 
    “I have it,” I said. 
 
    He did a jig of excitement, the reflected firelight dancing in his eyes, then clasped me around the shoulders. I had to stoop to allow him the embrace. 
 
    “May I see it?” He whispered, his voice so low that I had to strain to hear, but before I could reply he had already pushed himself away. “No. It must stay hidden until the right time.” 
 
    I suddenly realized just how long I had been away. There was a spread of gray in Robert’s hair, a gray that had not been there when I left, nearly three years before. 
 
    “So, Donald...do ye have tales to tell, wonders to relate? I’ll wager those barbarian beauties taught you a new trick or two.” Jamie bellowed, coming up beside me and pushing another full goblet of mulled wine into my right hand. 
 
    “Can you not see it?” Robert said, still barely above a whisper. “It shows in his eyes...he is not the boy we sent away these three years ago. Aye...he has tales to tell...and not all of them fit for polite company I’m bound.” 
 
    “But come with me Donald,” he said, taking me away from the fire. “You can tell me some of your story at least.” 
 
    I was reluctant to leave the warmth, but the mulled wine was doing the job, heating me from within, and Robert had a right to hear...he was the one who had sent me on my way all those years ago. 
 
    I didn’t bore him with details of the journey itself. It had been slow, it was mainly dull, and that wasn’t what he wanted to hear anyway. 
 
    “It was where the Knights of Malta said it would be,” I said, and the act of saying it sent my mind back, so that although I was talking to Robert, I was almost dreaming of the events in that distant land, in that dark and forbidding tomb. 
 
    We had been at the site for nearly six months, with little company but the sand and the heat and the flies. The temple had long ago been covered by sand...buried by the wrath of Allah according to the locals I had employed to aid me. With diligence and much back breaking work we had slowly uncovered its splendor, its massive columns and the fine mosaics of its floor, the dry dead ruins of a glorious past. 
 
    Finding the entrance to the catacomb had been harder, but I had the drawing which Robert had given me and, one evening, just as the stars were bursting into the sky, I found myself standing in front of a black hole leading down into the earth. 
 
    I didn’t want to go in. I’ve never been one for scurrying around in holes...that was more Robert’s style...but if the promised treasure was within, I was going to have to go and get it. Too much depended on me for it to be thrown away on a sudden chill and a sense of foreboding. 
 
    The natives refused to go with me. I was left alone with only a single, smoking oil lamp as I put my foot over the threshold. 
 
    The flickering lamp sent shadows dancing over the walls like scampering, capering devils and my feet disturbed small clouds of dust to float, wraith-like in the air before me. Rough-hewn steps led me down to where the darkness was thicker and the silence fell over me like a shroud as I descended. 
 
    The rough stone tombs sat silent in the darkness, undisturbed for centuries, the carved recumbent figures buried alongside their finery. There were ancient swords, beautifully crafted edges of Spanish steel, there was armor glinting silver-red in the lamp light, there were faded robes, their red crosses still bright in the darkness of the tomb. 
 
    But I touched none of them. What I was looking for, if the Knights were to be believed, was yet further inside, at the heart of their ancient stronghold. 
 
    I found it several minutes later...the thick drapes hiding the shadowy recess in the wall. For a second my heart leaped to my throat as the drapes rippled, but it was only the flickering of my lamp. Nevertheless my fingers trembled as a pulled the drapes aside. 
 
    It was exactly where they said it would be, exactly where they left it all those centuries ago. 
 
    As I moved towards the altar a chill wind ran through the chamber, causing the drapes to shuffle and whisper across the dry stone floor. 
 
    The shadows seemed to dance faster across the walls and my lamp sputtered and flared before finally settling to a steady flame. But it didn’t seem to be giving out much light as before. 
 
    I took what I had come for and left, hastily, grateful to get back out into the cool night. 
 
      
 
     “So the temple was there,” Robert said, talking to himself. “Just where they said it would be.” He looked up at me, and there were tears in his eyes. 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say more but he turned away from me, ashamed of his tears. I was about to reach out for him when a huge hand grasped me by the shoulder. I turned to see Jamie’s wide-eyed, slack-mouthed grin...he had drunk too much, but that was part of what made him Jamie...I would have expected no less from him. In his left hand he was holding my saddlebags. 
 
    “So, laddie,” he said to Robert, “Are you satisfied? Are you going to have your wee show?” 
 
    Robert merely nodded. “Aye. It is time,” he said. “Come with me.” 
 
    I was confused. “What is this all about?” I asked Jamie as we followed Robert’s bent figure. 
 
    He wouldn’t answer at first and I had to ask him again before he deigned to reply. 
 
    “Robert has found a use for yon thing you brought back,” he said. “He is going to call up the Bruce. We will have our champion again.” 
 
    He wouldn’t say any more as led me further from the fire, away towards the door. I had one last look back as we left the room, but the rest of the occupants seemed to be pointedly ignoring us, trying too hard not to note our passing. 
 
    The snow hit me full in the face as the door closed behind me, and the wind howled its rage in my ears. Far below the waves beat hungrily at the cliffs, flecks of white spume being flung high to mingle with the white, dancing flakes of the storm. 
 
    “A fine night for it.” Jamie bellowed in my ear, even his great voice being torn away by the wind. I was unable to reply...I was having enough trouble fighting the wind to bother with speech. We followed Robert through the grounds of the castle to the chapel at the east end, high above the sucking sea below. 
 
    A great oak door, some four inches thick, swung shut behind us as we entered, shutting out all sounds of the storm and leaving us alone in thick, quiet darkness. Robert struck a light and at first all I could see was his face, lit from underneath by the candle, its light throwing the upper half of his face into deep, black shadow. 
 
    It was only when my eyes became accustomed to the darkness that I realized what was about to occur. 
 
    The windows of the chapel had been covered in thick, green velvet drapes, and all the wooden seats had been removed from the room, leaving only empty boards on the floor before the altar. 
 
    On the floor, a circle within a circle had been drawn, circles surrounded by dense Hebrew script. A five-pointed star was inscribed inside the inner circle, and a candle was placed at each point of the star. 
 
    Jamie handed me the saddlebag. 
 
    “It is time, laddie. Let’s see what your quest has brought us.” 
 
    I opened the bag and suddenly felt a chill that had nothing to do with the howling storm outside. 
 
    I took out the leather-covered package and unfolded it, taking a small pleasure in the gasps that escaped from the other two. 
 
    The ashes lay in a small pile no more than an inch high...red burned ash that could have been from almost anything. What couldn’t be misinterpreted were the teeth...just two of them, as white and gleaming as those of a child, as sharp and pointed as those of a great shark. 
 
    Robert took the bag from my hands softly, almost reverentially. 
 
    “The old books were right. And if I’ve read them right these few ashes have the power to return the dead. Rejoice my friends, for tonight we will have the Bruce with us.” 
 
    He produced a gold goblet from under his robes, its surface gleaming redly in the candlelight, and poured the ashes into it before stepping into the circle. 
 
    “Remember,” he said to both of us. “You must not enter the circle until the conjuration is complete.” 
 
    Jamie and I nodded in unison...it was not the first summoning we had attended, but I had the feeling it would be the most memorable. 
 
    Robert raised the goblet above his head and began to chant as the air above us thickened and soured. 
 
    I won’t try to reproduce the words...they were barbarous and strange, the like of which I had never heard. There was a great swirling in the air, a red mist that foamed and bubbled, lit by its own inner fire. 
 
    “The knife,” Robert said, and Jamie drew his dagger, throwing it underhand into the circle where Robert caught it with a deftness and skill he had never previously possessed. He placed the goblet on the floor in the middle of the circle and held his arm out over it. 
 
    Without saying anything else he slashed down hard at his flesh, blood welling immediately. 
 
    And as the blood hit the ashes they bubbled and boiled in fury, overflowing the goblet and spreading in a red puddle on the floor, a puddle that heaved and pulsated with each new drop of Robert’s life. 
 
    The puddle spread and grew until the whole of the inner circle of the pentagram was a pool of gore with Robert standing in its center. 
 
    “I summon and conjure you to appear before me,” Robert called out, and the red pool began to thicken and coalesce, as the mist around us grew thicker still until it was a noxious choking fug. 
 
    Both Jamie and I were almost overcome by the fumes, reduced to helpless, coughing invalids. 
 
    There was a scream from the pentagram and the red mist lifted to reveal a scene of horror. 
 
    Robert was still in the pentagram, and he was not alone. 
 
    A great pale demon stood there, a creature from legend, its eyes burning in the candlelight. It looked at Robert with naked hunger and, before either Jamie or I could move, it pounced, gripping Robert in its strong arms and fixing its fangs into his neck. 
 
    Jamie screamed. “No. The Bruce. We were promised the Bruce,” and stepped forward, his right foot breaking the circle. 
 
    And hell came to Dunnotar. 
 
    Robert fell to the floor, his eyes staring blindly, and I saw that he was already dead, but by then I had other things to divert my attention. 
 
    Jamie had the creature held in a bear hug and was crushing it, his arms locked tight across its back. For a second I felt that he might prevail, but then the creature laughed and broke the hold as if he had been held by no more than two pieces of fine thread. 
 
    The fire in its eyes held me and I was unable to move, frozen still as I was made to watch it feeding on my last friend. 
 
    And when it was done it came for me. 
 
    “I am Shoa,” it said, “and now you are mine.” 
 
    That was four hundred years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I served him for nearly thirty years,” the stranger said, “until one came like I came for you. But that is another story.” 
 
    Brian blinked, dispelling the last of the visions from his mind. 
 
    “What am I?” he said, his voice coming harsh and painful. 
 
    “Like me,” the stranger said. “That’s all I can say. Names mean little, as you’ll no doubt discover, but the people who can walk under the sun call us vampires.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “What is the matter with everyone tonight?” Bill Reid asked. “First the boy and now you,  Margaret. Has someone been putting something in the food up at the school?” 
 
    Margaret looked up at the Minister. She could see in the set of his jaw that he had made a decision about something, but deep in his eyes, behind the jocularity and the mask of his cloth, she saw a flickering fear that she recognized in herself. 
 
    She risked making a fool of herself, but she knew what she had seen up at the house, what Tom Duncan had become. 
 
    “I asked for a reason,” she said. “I need your help.” 
 
    “You need a doctor,” Bill Reid said. “A doctor and a good night’s sleep. And I’ll hear no more of vampires. Not tonight.” 
 
    He turned away, back to the whiskey bottle, pouring himself another large measure and downing it in one swift gulp. His eyes watered, but he didn’t cough and it all stayed down. 
 
    “Have you seen it as well?” a small voice said, and Margaret noticed the boy for the first time. 
 
    “Tony?” she said. “Tony Dickie? What in God’s name are you doing here?” 
 
    The boy looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. His eyes were rimmed in deep black shadow and looked too old for his face...eyes that had seen things a boy should only ever fantasize about. 
 
    And then she remembered the scene in the boiler room...she still had the picture in her head...the still dead body of Ian Kerr lying on the floor, and the twin grooved wounds in his neck. It was only now that she realized what had been wrong with the picture...considering the nature of the wounds there had been too little blood...far too little blood. 
 
    She shivered and clutched tighter to the glass in her hand. 
 
    “There’s something going on here, isn’t there?” she asked, and the boy nodded, his eyes wide. 
 
    “There’s a vampire out there. And he’s after me,” he said, and looked like he would burst into tears. He seemed to be waiting for a response and he trembled all over. 
 
    He needs someone to believe him, Margaret realized and was about to reply when the Minister snorted in disgust. 
 
    “All that’s going on here is that there’s a psychopath running around the country. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was him that’s causing all this mayhem.” 
 
    “He’s not a psychopath,” Tony shouted, his fists clenched so tight that the white of the knuckles was showing. “He’s not. He’s a vampire killer...like Captain Kronos.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” the Minister said, raising his voice until he too was shouting. He stood over Tony, so close that Margaret flinched, expecting him to hit the boy. 
 
    “The man Kerr escaped from a psychiatric prison earlier this week. He’s a murderer...that’s all. An insane, evil murderer. And the police are going to catch him. Maybe then we can all settle down and get back to normal.” 
 
    “Who is this murderer?” Margaret asked. 
 
    Things were moving too fast for her...she couldn’t get a handle on anything and her mind seemed to be sliding away from any thoughts that might bring everything into focus. She took another sip of whiskey, but that didn’t help. 
 
    “His name is Jim Kerr,” the Minister said. “But surely you saw it...it was all over the papers a couple of days ago. The police say he’s dangerous...he killed more than a dozen people ten years ago. He shoots them with a crossbow, and always leaves a clove of garlic in their mouths...it’s his trademark. Now can we please change the subject?” 
 
    “He kills vampires,” Tony said his voice soft and low. “And he put an arrow into that old man in the churchyard to stop him coming back. I saw him.” 
 
    “What old man?” Margaret asked. “There was an old man killed in the churchyard?” 
 
    Bill Reid signed loudly. 
 
    “Old Sandy...you know, the one who walks all over the place...the one with all the stories about ghosts and ghouls. Well maybe now he knows what it’s really like on the other side.” 
 
    “That’s unnecessary,” Margaret said, suddenly angry. “If the old man is dead then he deserves your so-called ‘Christian Charity’ rather than your contempt. You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    The Minister stiffened as if she’d physically struck him. He wiped a hand across his brow. 
 
    “Of course. You’re right. I’m sorry...I’m just tired. It’s been one hell of a night.” 
 
    He tried a smile but it didn’t quite work. Not that Margaret noticed. She could almost feel cogs and wheels clicking into place in her head as bits of the situation began to come together. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” she said. 
 
    Bill Reid shook his head. “I’m having nothing more to do with this. I’m sorry, but I’ve had enough,” he said and left the room without saying another word. 
 
    Margaret turned to Tony. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said. 
 
    The boy sat on the arm of her chair and told his story again. Through it all Margaret sat quietly, barely moving except to take small sips of whiskey. She eyed the bottle hungrily but fought down the urge...a clear head would be needed to face this. 
 
    When the boy finished speaking he showed the teacher the book. She held the cracked leather in her hands, she looked at the thin paper that poked from the rip in its covers, but she couldn’t figure out where it fitted in. She put the paper back in the book and gave it back to the boy. Tony made sure the paper was secure before tucking the book inside his belt. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” the boy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “We could go the police, but I don’t think they’d believe us...they’d be more likely to lock us up in that psychiatric ward. I thought that Bill might help us...that he might know something being religious and all, but it looks like it’s just you and me kid.” 
 
    She held out her arms and the boy came into them. She hugged him tight to her, ignoring the sudden flaring pain in her hand. 
 
    “I know something though,” she said, almost to herself, “If there’s a way to get Brian back, then I’ve got to go back to that old house.” 
 
      
 
    Bill Reid leaned over the kitchen sink and splashed cold water over his face, again and again, but the heat inside him couldn’t be cooled that easily. 
 
    Bloody vampires…It’ll be witches and broomsticks next. 
 
    But no matter how hard he tried to convince himself, there was coldness in his heart. The book had shaken him, shaken him hard. And then there were the two people in his study. 
 
    When it had just been the boy he could pass it off as a combination of shock and an overactive imagination. But now there was Margaret Brodie as well. He knew her as a hard-headed, practical kind of woman, someone not prone to flights of fancy. In fact, quite the opposite – he’d thought of her as a pragmatist, and one of little imagination at that. 
 
    He splashed more water on his face and breathed deeply. 
 
    Too much whiskey and not enough sleep, he thought. Things will be clearer in the light of day. 
 
    It was only when he turned off the tap that he heard it...the swell and crash as someone pounded at the organ in the church, the noise loud enough and the vibration so severe as to send the light above the table swaying wildly. 
 
    It was no hymn that was being played. Bill didn’t recognize the tune, but a church organ was never meant for twelve bar blues, no matter how well it was being played. 
 
    He ran into the hall and found Margaret and the boy already there, staring wide eyed at him. 
 
    “Stay here,” he told them. “There’s someone messing around in the church. I’ll get the policeman to sort them out.” 
 
    As he opened the door and stepped out into the night he wondered why the policeman had not already apprehended whoever was in the church. But the abuse of the organ had lit anger in him, something that he could focus on, a tangible fact that he could do something about. 
 
    There was no sign of the young policeman in the church grounds...only the tarpaulin- covered body and the garish colors of the tape marking the scene of the crime. Bill took a second, longer look, but there was still no movement. 
 
    “He must be in there already, “Bill muttered, and as if to confirm it, the sound of the organ suddenly stopped. 
 
    Bill walked across the short path to the church, aware that he still wore his carpet slippers, feeling the dampness settle into his socks. 
 
    “Probably catch my death of cold,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    The church door stood open, and anger flared stronger inside him as he stepped over the threshold. 
 
    “Did you catch them?” he shouted, but there was no reply. 
 
    “Constable?” he shouted, aware that he hadn’t even bothered to ask the young policeman his name. “Are you there?” 
 
    His voice echoed back at him and deep at the back of the church there was an answering giggle. The whole place shook as the organ kicked in, the bass lines pounding through the old building threatening to shake it to the ground. 
 
    Bill could barely see the nearest pew to him, and the rest of the church sat in deep shadow. 
 
    He reached out and leaned against a stone pillar, taking comfort from its age and stability, feeling the rough grain of the stone against his chin. He ran his face over the stone, feeling his morning stubble rasp against it...surely proof that he was awake and this was not a dream. 
 
    He had seen off vandals before...usually just kids who saw something inherently funny in desecrating a church, but once it had been more serious...one morning he’d found a headless black cockerel in the aisle, and black, greasy candles in the pulpit. He had reported that one to the police and they had passed it off as kids, but he hadn’t been so sure. Maybe this was the same lot again. If so, he would still see them off. 
 
    He wasn’t afraid. 
 
    Not here in his own church. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    “I warn you,” he shouted, trying to make himself heard above the organ, “There’s a policeman outside...and I’ll make sure that you get charged with trespassing.” 
 
    The music stopped abruptly, and there was another giggle, this one higher pitched, more childlike, that echoed around the rafters along with the vestiges of the organ’s drone. 
 
    “The House of God is always open,” a voice said, almost a chant. “A resting place for weary sinners. And we are so weary.” 
 
    There was another giggle, one that went on and on, rising until it was a laugh, a hoarse mocking laugh that rang in the rafters. 
 
    “Go on. Call the police. But I think he’s too far away to hear you,” another voice said, this time from his left, a girls voice...a very young girl. 
 
    For the first time Bill started to feel afraid. 
 
    There was a crash and the pew beside him fell heavily to the stone floor. Bill stepped forward, aware that he was getting further from the door. 
 
    “This is indeed a House of God, and I’d ask you to respect that,” he called into the darkness. 
 
    A deep chord boomed out from the organ, and although it was only the same instrument that he heard every week, there was a tone of defiance in the sound. And then there was more giggling, a whole chorus this time, at least four, and possibly five different voices. 
 
    He moved further into the church. For the first time in his experience the building felt cold, a bitter biting iciness. There was no sense of the warmth he usually felt, none of the joy in his faith. 
 
    “Come out here where I can see you.” 
 
    The organ boomed again, a fast ragtime version of the funeral match. 
 
    “I don’t think you want to see us,” a child’s voice called out of the darkness. “But we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    Bill could just about make out the looming bulk of the pulpit ahead of him, but there was something about it that was wrong, a darker shadow near the top of the structure. 
 
    Even as he tried to make out what it was, it moved, the shadow hardening until he realized that he was looking at the silhouette of a child. 
 
    “Get down from there,” he shouted, but before the words were out of his mouth the child had jumped, six feet up and eight feet away, but it covered the space between them in one leap, striking Bill hard in the chest and sending him sprawling against the pews. 
 
    He wasn’t given time to react, much less catch his footing. They were on him in less than a second, small hands grasping at his clothes, at his hair and at his skin. 
 
    He tried to sit up, but there was a dead weight pressed against his chest, a weight that began to shift and crawl up towards his chin. A hand gripped a handful of his hair at the back of his neck, pulling his head up and back and the weight on his chest moved, faster than he would have thought possible. 
 
    There was a sudden, sharp pain just under his dog collar and he felt a hot wetness pour down inside his shirt followed by moist, sucking sounds just under his ear. After a little while he stopped struggling. 
 
    He prayed, but he got no answer. 
 
      
 
    The Jaguar pulled up outside Brian’s house, but he almost didn’t recognize the place. 
 
    The grass of his small patch of lawn glowed silver and emerald, and the conifers leading up the driveway shone in a blue gold aura that swayed and flowed in the night air. His privet hedge crawled and slithered as if alive and the whole front garden sang in a high soprano. 
 
    The house in comparison was just a lump of gray stone that looked dead and cold. He looked up and down the row of houses, but they were all the same, lifeless blocks. 
 
    “No time for gawking,” his driver said. “We’ve got to get inside. Quickly.” 
 
    Brian followed the other man’s gaze to the east and saw that the sky was starting to brighten. 
 
    And with it there was a drone in his head, a high buzzing that was growing in intensity as the stars started to wink out. The first pink fingernail of the sun’s crescent poked above the horizon and sound and light exploded in Brian’s mind. 
 
    “Inside,” the other man said, and pushed Brian away from the car towards the door. 
 
    Brian fumbled for his keys; almost dropping them as the explosion in his head went up a notch. His skin felt hot and tingly, as if he had suddenly acquired a sunburn. Fine smoke drifted up from his fingers as he struggled to turn his key in the lock. 
 
    He was bundled inside the house, the door slamming hard behind him, but the light from outside still blinded him even through the frosted glass, and the sound in his head was rising to a thudding crescendo. 
 
    “The room without windows…where is it?” the other man said, “Quick. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “The toilet. First on your left,” Brian said, and followed the tall man into the room. 
 
    He shut the door behind them. 
 
    “Lock it,” Donald Allan said, letting out a sigh. He looked around the small room then laughed out loud. “I’ve slept in some strange places in my time, but I can safely say that this will be a first. Just don’t tell anybody about this...it’ll destroy my image.” 
 
    “Sleep?” Brian asked. “Listen...I’m confused. What is going on?” His voice still sounded distant and strange. It echoed in his head as if his skull was empty. 
 
    He also realized that they had not switched on the light, but he could see every fixture in the room. There was a mirror behind him, but he wasn’t ready to face that yet...he was afraid that if he looked in the glass he might not see anything there. The drone in his head had faded now, distant and muted but still there. 
 
    “Forget most of what you thought you knew,” Donald Allan said. “You don’t need a coffin, and you’re not going to be afraid of crosses...not unless you were overly religious. What you do need is sleep...you’re not going to be able to help it. It will happen every morning with the rising sun.” 
 
    Before Brian could ask any more the tall man sat down on the floor. 
 
    “You take the bath,” he said. 
 
    “On one condition,” Brian said, falling into the spirit of the moment. “You tell me what's going on.” 
 
    “What happens next is up to you. As to what is going on...I’ll need to tell you some more history. But first...will you please get into the bath. I don’t want you falling on me when the sleep takes you.” 
 
    Brian stepped into the bath and sat down. 
 
    As the other man began to speak Brian felt himself slipping into darkness, so that he was no longer sure if he was listening or dreaming. 
 
      
 
    “Legend has it that Shoa is one of the Eldren, a creature molded directly from the blood of Yoriah the first Brother in the days before mankind. 
 
    “Another legend says that he was once a man and he was corrupted by an ancient evil in the wildwood before the ice came. 
 
    “Whichever of them has the truth, and I don’t know the answer, there is no denying that he is old and that he wields great power. 
 
    “I was under his spell for many years, and in that time I did his bidding. If you don’t mind I won’t dwell on the abominations I was forced to take part in. 
 
    “He has been awake three times since Amro banished him...three times in more than four thousand years. 
 
    “The first was during the Crusades. 
 
    “The Knights of St John were seekers after power, and they woke him from his sleep there in the desert near Sinai. I don’t know how they found him, but I suspect that even as he slept he worked his spells and charms. You have seen that he is capable...the owner of that house would never have put in the mosaic otherwise. 
 
    “When Shoa appeared before them the Knights were like children, excited that their primitive conjurations had yielded such results, but they couldn’t control him...no son of Adam has that power. 
 
    “He grew in strength quickly that time, gathering disciples to him like moths to a flame. But he was rash. 
 
    “He saw that the works of men had grown great, works of stone and timber that had been inconceivable at his last awakening, and he coveted them, for the Eldren had never learned the arts of building and creating. 
 
    “Men of power and rank were drawn to him, noblemen of the great houses of Europe kneeling in homage. He began to amass an army, a dark legion that would wash over the earth like a wave. 
 
    “But his ambition outgrew his strength, and he came to the attention of the Brothers of the Temple. 
 
    “And the Redeemer herself came out of the fastness in the north with many of her followers. 
 
    They fought, tooth and nail, and the blood ran like a river in the desert. 
 
    “And finally there was only Rokar and Shoa remaining there on the sand. 
 
    “Rokar called down the old power with words and signs, and she reduced Shoa back to the blood from whence he had come. 
 
    “But she was not strong enough to completely destroy the old one, she used all that was in her in bringing him down, and her withered, torn body was found in the desert sands. And there in her hands she held all that was left of Shoa. 
 
    “The Redeemer was taken back to the fastness in the north, where her body is laid in a room at the top of the temple. It is said that she will come again when she is needed. 
 
    “The remains of Shoa were buried deep under the sands of the desert away from the sight of man. 
 
    “But there were those among the Knights of St John who remembered, and in remembering they kept part of the old one alive. 
 
    “That was the first time. 
 
    “The second time began with my sojourn in the desert...that much you already know. 
 
    “After my change he kept me with him for long years. He was cunning this time, building his strength quietly, and in secret, for he could see that the sons of Adam were stronger, and they had weapons that might be able to damage even him. 
 
    “His rage was redoubled and he hated the sons of Adam greatly. But even more he hated our kind, the ones who have turned our backs on the old ways of the Eldren. 
 
    “He hunted, far and wide across the world. And where he went, I went with him. And many were those of Rokar’s followers who fell forever before us.” 
 
      
 
    The man paused, and his breathing was so quiet that Brian thought he must be sleeping, but soon the voice resumed...quieter now, more subdued. 
 
      
 
     “It was in my twenty-seventh year with him that we first called up the Serpent. 
 
    “I don’t know what the Serpent is, so don’t ask me, but I know it is old, and it has power, power that it lends to those who bow down before it. 
 
    “It was evil. I felt it. It wanted more than my obedience. It wanted me completely, soul and all. 
 
    “Shoa wanted me to pay it homage. But, even after those long years of servitude, even after the innocent blood that I had spilled, still I found that I had a small spark of defiance in me. 
 
    “He punished me for that, and I believe that he might have given me to the sun if the stranger hadn’t come. 
 
    “I have never seen anyone with the strength, the conviction that the stranger possessed as he held Shoa in his gaze. Even the old one seemed in awe of him. 
 
    “He brushed Shoa aside as if he were no more than a child and he sent the Serpent back to whatever deep place it had come from. 
 
    “Like I did to you, he gave me a choice. I chose freedom, and I helped him put Shoa down into a grave in the earth, binding him with the sword and the old words. 
 
    “Over the years since I have watched over this place, ensuring that the old one stayed sleeping. I have learned spells and sorcery to help me in my task, and I have learned, and even written, the legends of our kind. Back near the beginning I even put a copy of the book in the grave with him, along with the spells we used to put him there in the first place. 
 
    “I would have retrieved them tonight, but your need was the greater, so tomorrow we have to go back to the house and put him down again. 
 
    “I’ve spent centuries preparing for this day, but if you ask me if I’m ready, I’d have to say that I don’t know. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow we’ll find out.” 
 
    The voice faded to a quiet drone and Brian slept, dreaming of temples and serpents. 
 
      
 
    Margaret and Tony stared at each other as the clock ticked loudly in the otherwise quiet room, neither wanting to be the first to break the silence. 
 
    “Maybe we should go and see what’s going on?” Tony said quietly, as if a whisper was all he could manage. 
 
    Margaret shook her head. “I’ve wandered about in the dark enough for one night. Besides,” she said, staring at the last mouthful of whiskey in her glass, “I expect Bill and the policeman have sorted it out by now.” 
 
    They hadn’t heard any sound for several minutes, either from the church or from the graveyard outside. Margaret was worried, and her body was psyched up for flight but she tried not to let any tremor escape in her voice as she spoke. 
 
    “I’ll go and see what’s happened to them,” she said with more bravery than she felt, pushing herself off the chair at the same time. It took more effort than she hoped, and she only just managed to stand upright. It seemed that all her blood had suddenly rushed to her head and the room threatened to spin…first left, then right. She had to force her legs to lock out, otherwise her knees would have buckled, and if she fell back in the chair again she wouldn’t get out of it for a long time. 
 
    She felt a small hand press itself into her good one and she looked down to see Tony looking up at her. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” he said. She saw the determination in his young face. The knuckles of his other hand were white where they gripped the poker. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. She was too tired to argue and in truth she felt grateful for the company...even if it was only a boy. 
 
    She could walk...easier than she would have thought possible, and by the time she got out of the room and out in the hall she felt almost human. 
 
    She opened the front door gingerly, half expecting to be attacked as soon as she stepped outside. She was surprised to see that the sky was a wash of pink and that far off to her left the sun was already half way over the horizon. 
 
    “Bill?” She shouted. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Her voice carried far in the still morning and a small flight of crows dispatched themselves from the trees in the churchyard, but there was no other answer. 
 
    The church door was half-open and she approached it slowly. Tony gripped her hand tightly as she swung the door fully open and stared into the darkness of the church. 
 
    “Don’t go in,” he said. “Please don’t. Something bad has happened.” 
 
    She gave him an answering squeeze. 
 
    “We’ve got to,” she said. “I’ve run away from too much already...it’s time I faced up to it.” 
 
    She stood there for long seconds, letting her eyes get accustomed to the gloom before stepping over the threshold. 
 
    “Bill?” she called again. 
 
    She grimaced as her voice echoed back at her. 
 
    The church was quiet, but there was something about the silence that made her think that a great deal of activity had just taken place, noise and movement and, yes, violence, that had been cut short as soon as she’d called. 
 
    She remembered feeling the same thing once before, at the scene of a car crash, just seconds after an accident, that quiet stillness, like a pause between events, a time when you were waiting to see what happened next. 
 
    She stepped further into the church and her foot hit something that slid noisily away from her. She looked down. 
 
    Psalm books and hymnals were strewn over the floor, and as her eyes became fully adjusted she could see other, larger shapes in the shadows. 
 
    The church pews had been overturned and pushed out of their regular rows into a hotchpotch disarray and the font had been knocked over, the water slowly spreading among the scattered paper. The pulpit leaned at an angle, looking like it was ready to fall over at any minute, and several of the huge organ pipes and been bent and twisted out of line. 
 
    “Hello?” she said, but she didn’t want to raise her voice to more than a loud whisper. 
 
    “There’s nobody here,” Tony whispered. “Come on. Let’s get out. I don’t like it here.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” she said. “It doesn’t feel like a church anymore.” 
 
    They walked out of the church backward, keeping their eyes on the shadows, but there was no movement, no sound. Margaret’s spine crawled, and she was convinced that there was something waiting in the shadows by the door...something with bloodied fangs that would pounce just when they relaxed. 
 
    She tensed as they approached the door, but there was nothing there but shadows. She closed the door quietly behind them as they left. 
 
    The sky was brighter now, and it looked like it would be a fine morning, but Margaret had a chill inside her that no end of sun would dispel. 
 
    When she turned away from the church she noticed for the first time the brightly colored ribbon that marked the police scene of a crime. 
 
    “The policeman and Bill Reid, both gone?” she muttered. She took a step forward, at the same time as Tony let go of her hand. 
 
    “The old man,” he said, “He’s over there.” 
 
    He pointed with the poker, and Margaret saw the metal bar tremble violently before the boy lowered it to his side. 
 
    She bent down to look him in the eye. 
 
    “Listen...I’m just going to have a look...just to see if the others are over that way. You stay here and don’t move. Okay?” 
 
    The boy nodded, his grip on the poker tightening even further. 
 
    “And shout, loud, if anything happens,” Margaret said. 
 
    She didn’t want to go anywhere near any body...particularly one of someone she knew, but there was something she had to do if she was to make herself believe in all that was happening. 
 
    She stepped nimbly over the gaudy tape and approached the amorphous tarpaulin on the ground. She had one look back at Tony but the boy was standing in the doorway of the Manse, his gaze fixed hard on the door of the church. 
 
    A large stone at each corner steadied the tarpaulin. She moved one aside and lifted up the edge of the sheet, drawing it back from the body. 
 
    Old Sandy looked like he hadn’t died easy, and Margaret felt gorge rise in her throat as she looked at the crossbow bolt protruding from his chest and the massive, gaping bloodless, wound at his neck. She didn’t realize that she was rubbing hard at the bandage on her wrist, hard enough for a spreading patch of red to form just beneath the knuckle. 
 
    She bent over the body and grabbed hold of the quarrel, just beneath the feathers. 
 
    “I have to know,” she whispered to herself. “I have to.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and started to pull. 
 
    At first she thought that she wasn’t going to able to move the bolt, then it started to give, slowly at first, grating against a rib as it came, inch by inch. 
 
    She stopped, suddenly dizzy, and breathed gulps of air deep into her lungs. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she whispered to herself. Things had taken a turn into the Twilight Zone again. She was about to interfere with the scene of a murder, just to verify whether vampires existed or not. 
 
    She stood over the body, and for a second considered leaving it be...just replacing the tarpaulin and walking away. But then she might never know. She bent down to the body once more, gave one last yank on the bolt and suddenly it was free. 
 
    Margaret held her breath, studying the old man’s face, but there was no movement. She considered drawing back his lips to check his teeth, but that way lay madness. 
 
    She dropped the quarrel on the ground by the body and turned towards the Manse. Tension drained out of her. 
 
    Too much stress and strain, she said to herself. And not enough sleep. 
 
    She was about to call out to Tony when there was a cough behind her, and she turned back just in time to see Old Sandy sit up and spit a garlic clove from his mouth. 
 
    Thin tendrils of smoke rose like mist from his face and hands. He opened his mouth to scream and only smoke came out...thick, black, greasy smoke that caught in the back of Margaret’s throat and made her gag violently. 
 
    The old man’s eyes snapped open, and he looked straight at Margaret. He reached out his arms towards her, whether in attack or in a plea for comfort she would never know as the rising smoke got thicker and blue flame burst over the body, a flame so hot that Margaret had to step back as the skin of her face tightened. 
 
    The body on the ground thrashed, left and right, heels drumming on the ground and suddenly withered hands clutched frantically at the air as the flame spread and the flesh began to spit and hiss, like a basted chicken on a barbecue spit. 
 
    It was over in seconds. For the space of one heartbeat she could still make out the old man in the flame. But then he fell apart, like a collapsing bonfire, until all that was left was the burning remnants of his clothes and the thick black smoke already dispersing in the light morning breeze. 
 
    Margaret bent double and threw up several large whiskeys on the grass at her feet. 
 
      
 
    Brian sat upright in the bathtub. 
 
    Deep in the pit of his stomach a fire raged, a cold fire that demanded attention. He felt it as a hunger, so deep he knew he would starve if it weren’t assuaged. 
 
    He stood and stepped out of the tub, studying the sleeping form on the floor. The man had an aura...an emerald and gold glow that stood out for more than three inches all around his body, an aura that pulsed and flowed in time with the man’s deep breathing. And down inside that aura Brian could smell something that threatened to drive him mad. He knew it would be red, and hot, and that it would quell the hunger inside him. 
 
    He had been transported into a nightmare, one from which there was no return. 
 
    His memory of the past hours was hazy. He remembered the meal with Margaret, and he remembered being driven here by the tall man with the expensive car, but the rest of the night was blurred and confused, like a half remembered dream. 
 
    And the man’s stories made little sense...full of barbarous sounding names and hints of ancient evils...raising more questions than answers. 
 
    He wanted his old life back. He wanted to make passionate love to Margaret Brodie, he wanted to go for a pint with Tom, and he wanted to beat Bill Reid at chess. But most of all he wanted to wake up in his bed and find that this was all a bad dream. 
 
    Somewhere in his mind he knew that he’d never do any of these things...that life...if that were what he now had...would never be the same again. He felt like he should cry, but when he touched his eyes they were dry and cold. 
 
    He caught a movement in his peripheral vision and turned. He was looking in the mirror. 
 
    That was another of the myths he’d have to forget about. 
 
    He scarcely recognized himself. 
 
    His lips had thinned until they were little more than slim crescents of pale pink skin, and his teeth, previously stained and brown from smoking, were white and straight. But it was something in his eyes that made him shudder...they had become deep pools of blackness, almost no white visible. 
 
    And then he noticed his beard. There was no gray in it and his fine hair shone with a vibrancy it had never, ever possessed. Before tonight Brian would have done almost anything to get a beard like this one, but now he thought that the price might have been just a little too high. 
 
    He opened his mouth and prodded at his canine teeth with his index finger, just as the hunger flared once more inside him. 
 
    Fangs slid out of his gums with a sudden burst of warm pain. He tasted salty blood in his mouth and his stomach turned, but it didn’t put out the fire. He grimaced at his image in the mirror as the fangs protruded over his lower lip. 
 
    The demanding hunger suddenly got worse, doubling him up over the small sink. He looked up and saw the fiery red burning in the reflected eyes. He groaned and turned away from the mirror. 
 
    And found that he was face to face with Donald Allan. 
 
    “You must fight it,” the other man said. 
 
    “But I need,” Brian said, a fresh bolt of pain hitting him, causing him to grip his lower stomach and almost fall. 
 
    “I know. And you will keep needing it.” 
 
    Brian saw the compassion in the other man’s eyes. 
 
    “It is part of what we are, but it is not all that we are,” the man said, and to Brian it sounded like a quotation. “It will get easier as time passes, but it will never go completely.” 
 
    “But what is it?” Brian asked. 
 
    Donald Allan looked at him strangely before speaking. 
 
    “I think you know that already. We are made as blood drinkers...and what you’re feeling is the thirst. Your body craves blood. But you won’t die without it...it’ll just feel like it for a while.” 
 
    The cramp hit Brian again, tight, like a fist clenched in his stomach, forcing him to sit down hard on the toilet seat. He groaned as the pain got worse. 
 
    “For God’s sake...what can I do?” 
 
    “It is for his sake that you must fight it,” the other man said. “For his sake and for your own. Look inside yourself. Don’t you find it strange that you are taking this change in your circumstances so calmly? You have been turned into a vampire...a creature of evil from your wildest nightmares. And here you are, sitting in a toilet in the dark, hiding from the sun, locked in a room with a four hundred-year-old vampire. Are you afraid?” 
 
    Brian found that he was calm, and unworried. And he didn’t feel as if the condition was abnormal. 
 
    “Again, it is part of what we are,” Donald Allan said, “A certain acceptance of our lot. You need to use that acceptance, focus it to fight against the hunger.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” Brian said. “Tell me more about what’s happening.” 
 
    “I can tell you more history. Or maybe it’s only legend. Whatever, I’ll tell you as I heard it, from the one who saved me from Shoa.” 
 
    As Donald Allan spoke Brian fought against the ravaging thirst inside him, concentrating only on the words as he listened. 
 
      
 
    “In the old times the thirst was always with our kind. After Amro brought the Tenets of the Law down from the mountain there were those among us who tried to fight it, but they were never able to completely control it, and they had to drink, once every moon. They drank only from lowly creatures and never from the Sons of Adam, but even that was a sin in the eyes of the Lord. 
 
    “And after Amro’s death and the fall of the temple there was only the thirst left. Kalent was the only one of the Eldren still awake, and the rest of the world belonged to the sons of Adam. 
 
    “In the night there lived creatures like us, pale demons who were slaves to the thirst. And they knew nothing of the Tenets, and the temple was merely dust and rubble. 
 
    “And so it went for centuries. 
 
    “Kalent wandered the earth in all that time, searching for the place where Yoriah slept, hoping to bring the Lord’s power back to his people, but the Lord had turned his face away, and Kalent found only the night and the desert. 
 
    “Until the time came when even Kalent, now the oldest of the old, despaired. For three hundred years he wandered in the icy wastes of the north far from the wrath of the sun. 
 
    “And countless times he called out in his pain, crying to his Lord for forgiveness. 
 
    “But never was he answered, and never did he meet another, not of the Eldren or of the Blood Children or of the Children of Adam. 
 
    “And it came to pass that a great thirst came upon him, a raging heat that coursed through his body causing him to bend double almost to the ground. 
 
    “His fingers became as claws and he tore at his flesh until the skin was burst and ravaged in a hundred places. He threw his body to the snow and rolled and crawled there like an animal until the white became pink and the thirst abated. 
 
    “A white bear came to him, and spake, saying: ‘Why do you hurt brother. Take of my blood and make yourself whole.’ 
 
    “And Kalent looked at the creature and saw the life was strong in it. And the thirst returned redoubled. Kalent took a step forward, and another, and the beast turned its great neck towards him, offering itself. 
 
    “Kalent’s teeth slid from his gums, bringing a fresh burst of pain, and he leaned forward to feed. But at the last he remembered the Tenets and pulled himself away. 
 
    “He stood tall, ignoring the thirst, but a great pain took him, sending him into blackness. And he slept for many days. 
 
    “When he awoke he found that he was not alone. A daughter of the Tribe of Dan stood over him, a Blood Child. She was uncovered and her skin was like burnished silver in the light from the Moon and her hair was as black as the darkest night. Moonbeams danced in her eyes and her lips were hot and welcoming. 
 
    “And she danced for him, there on that cold plain, the stars framing her as she whirled and gyrated. Kalent felt heat rising in his body, warmth that he had never experienced, and a violent lust raged within him. She reached for him, taking his hand and guiding him towards her sex, towards the furnace that raged within her. 
 
    “‘Come my Lord,’ she said. ‘Together we will bring back the old strength. We shall spill our blood and our seed will bring forth the Eldren once more.’ 
 
    “And Kalent rose up with her and together they danced in joy until the snow was packed hard under their stamping feet. 
 
    “And she was comely and she was radiant and Kalent pulled her towards him and threw her to the ground where she lay, pliant, underneath him. The lust was huge within him as he tore off his clothing, and she smiled as he lay with her. 
 
    “Her hands stretched towards him and the moon shone in her eyes. And he wanted her, and she wanted him, but the Tenets shone strong in his mind, and he pushed her away, averting his eyes from the sight of her. 
 
    “And when she saw that she was spurned the Blood Child let out a scream which sent flurries of snow dancing around her and the stars stopped in their dance. Her body flowed and melted like wax on a candle, the very form of her being remolded and reformed until the great serpent himself stood before Kalent. 
 
    “And the Serpent’s claws brought steam where they sat on the ice, and his eyes burned red, a deep red so hot that Kalent had to stand back lest he be consumed. But there was a smile on the face of the Serpent as he spoke, saying: ‘Come my Lord, and see what I would give you.’ 
 
    “The Serpent took Kalent to Uraon, the highest of the high, and bade him look over the lands beneath saying: ‘All this will be thine, all this and more. All I desire is that you bow down and pay homage to me as your brother Shoa did in the time long past.’ 
 
    “And Kalent looked down on the land, seeing the Adamites spreading like a plague on the face of the earth, their buildings belching noxious fumes, their waste polluting the land, their babies eating of the flesh of the Lord’s creation. And Kalent waxed greatly angered, but he held his speech. 
 
    “And the Serpent showed him a vision, a land where the sun had been removed from the sky and the cold stars shone in their full glory, a land where the pale brethren of the Eldren sang and danced in the hills and where Yoriah once more walked. 
 
    “And the Serpent spoke, saying: ‘This I can give you, if you will only be mine.’ 
 
    “But Kalent remembered the Temple and the light of the Tenets, and he turned his back on the Serpent. 
 
    “A fury flamed in the Serpent’s eyes and he lifted Kalent in the air, the great talons piercing Kalent’s body, burning and charring the ravaged flesh. And Kalent screamed as the Serpent cast him from Uraon, down to the sharp stones below which tore his body and broke him so that he could no longer walk. And the Serpent laughed, a booming which shook the rocks down from Uraon to fall over Kalent’s stone tomb that encaged and encased him in earth and stone. 
 
    “Yet still Kalent lived. 
 
    “And the Lord saw that he was still true and took pity on the first made. And while Kalent slept the Lord brought him forth from the stone and took from him some of his blood. And the Lord blew the breath of life and made thereof a Sister of the Blood. 
 
    “And it was she who brought our kind back to the ways of the Lord and it was she who rebuilt the Temple. She was called Rokar, and she was our Redeemer.” 
 
      
 
    When Margaret got back to the Manse Tony was still standing in the doorway, pointedly looking in the other direction. 
 
    “It looks like Bill and the policeman were called away,” Margaret said, trying to keep her voice light. The boy looked at her and she saw that he recognized the lie…and the need for it. 
 
    She had forgotten how intelligent the boy was...she would have to be careful not to patronize him. 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” she said, “but I could do with a bath, a change of clothes and some rest. I’m too tired to think about anything else just now.” 
 
    Tony wasn’t talking. His eyes were wide again, the fear close to the surface. Margaret realized that she could get herself into trouble with the police by taking the boy away from the Manse, but he could be in more trouble if she let him stay here alone. 
 
    “We’ll go to my place,” she said, taking the boy by the hand and leading him away from the Manse. And although he took her hand, the fear didn’t leave his eyes, and he still held tight to the poker. 
 
    Margaret had no idea what time it was, only that it was still early morning, and she thought that it was still before six o’clock...an obscene time in the morning to be up and about. 
 
    The streets were empty and they passed no one as they headed through the town. If Margaret had been less tired she might have thought it strange that there was no one on their way to work…no one opening up the newsagents. But for now her only thought was the warm soapy bath that was waiting for her...that, and the comfort of her own home. 
 
    “Would you rather go to your house?” she asked the boy as they reached the main street, but he only shook his head and gripped her hand tighter. 
 
    As they passed the local bar she noticed that the door was open. There was no sound but she guessed that there must be a cleaner inside...she was never up this early to know whether it was common or not. She considered going in, just to see another human face, but the tiredness was seeping into her bones again. She had to get home soon; otherwise she would collapse in Tony’s arms. 
 
    And what a stir that would cause in the town…Local teacher caught in clinch with schoolboy...she could see the headlines already. She giggled, then stopped abruptly when she caught the expression on Tony’s face. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, “I was just thinking about something.” 
 
    She knew how lame that sounded, but it was the best she could do at the moment. 
 
    The first person they met was the postman, and that was just as they were turning into Margaret’s street. She almost didn’t notice him, and it wasn’t until he emerged from behind a tall privet hedge and spoke that she knew he was there. 
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Brodie,” he said, and his voice sounded cheerful enough, but there was a look in his eyes that she recognized...a look of confusion and dismay. And he didn’t remark on the boy’s presence, as if the day was strange enough already without adding complications. 
 
    She realized that she didn’t know his name...she’d only been up early enough to see him on a handful of occasions since she moved in. 
 
    “Good morning. Busy this morning?” She was just making conversation, but she got a reaction that she didn’t expect. 
 
    “I’ve never known a day like it. It’s as if the whole town has decided to sleep in. I’ve been banging on doors for half an hour now, and so far naebody at a’ has replied. You’re the first voice I’ve heard a’ morning...and glad I am for it...I was beginning to think that I’d got up on a Sunday by mistake.” 
 
    He held a sheaf of envelopes to his chest as if they might protect him. 
 
    “Anything for me?” she asked, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No. Just my luck,” he said. He looked up the length of the street, left and right. “Looks like you’re the only one up. It’s going to be a long day...young Dick didnae turn up this morning, so I’m doing the whole town myself. I’d better be getting on.” 
 
    He left with a wave of his hand. Margaret watched him knock unsuccessfully on the next door down before walking up to her own front door. 
 
    She was mildly surprised to find that she still had her keys in her pocket. She stood on the doorstep for long seconds before opening the door, a sudden premonition of fear momentarily freezing her to the spot. 
 
    The boy squeezed tighter at her hand as she turned the key and swung the door open. 
 
    The hallway ahead was quiet and empty. She let out a breath that she didn’t know she had been holding and closed the door behind them, locking it and slipping the deadbolt. 
 
    “If you don’t mind it’s a bath first for me,” she said. “You’ll find plenty of food in the kitchen.” 
 
    As she left the room Tony was sitting down in her armchair, just staring out at the view over the loch. 
 
    She shut the bathroom door behind her and lodged a chair up against it...not to prevent the boy coming in, but more for reassurance against anything else. 
 
    She peeled off her clothes slowly as she ran a bath; suddenly aware of the toll the night had taken...her bruised back vying for attention with the throbbing pain from her ravaged hand. She thought about unraveling the bandage, but decided against it. 
 
    Maybe later, when I might be able to look without screaming, but not now. 
 
    The mirror over the sink had misted up with condensation but that was all right…she had no desire to look at herself. 
 
    She stripped off her underwear and winced at the pungent smell of day old sweat as she dropped the offending clothing into a pile. 
 
    Her back and shoulders complained as she eased herself down into the bath, but the heat soon permeated into her muscles and she could feel her body begin to sag and relax as she lay back and closed her eyes. She didn’t mean to sleep, but she was woken some time later by a banging on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Miss Brodie. Miss Brodie. Are you all right.” 
 
    The voice was young and concerned, and it took a while before her brain reacted enough for her to realize who it was. 
 
    She lay in lukewarm water; the soap bubbles already reduced to an oily scum. Her bandaged hand had slipped into the water at some point and was now a sodden mess that threatened to fall off and expose the carnage beneath. She sat up quickly, slopping water over the side of the bath. 
 
    “I’m okay, Tony,” she shouted. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    Through the door she heard the footsteps as the boy went back to the living room. She dried herself off briskly, not feeling nearly clean enough, and used sticking plaster to reattach the bandage to her hand. 
 
    She couldn’t face putting the soiled clothes back on, so wrapped a large bath towel around herself before moving the chair away from the door. 
 
    When she got to the living room Tony had abandoned the view and was staring intently at the television. His eyes went wide again as he turned towards her and she pulled the towel tighter around her body. She had forgotten that he was one of her pupils. When all this was over he would have plenty of tales to tell in the playground. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, aware that she was blushing. “I’ll go and put some clothes on.” 
 
    Tony’s head turned back to the television. 
 
    “There’s nothing on the news,” he said, “Nothing about me I mean. Nothing about Finsburgh at all.” 
 
    Margaret wasn’t surprised...in her experience news was only worthy for one day...two at most. They’d be on to something new by now, some other prurient nonsense. 
 
    “I can look out a pair of track suit bottoms for you if you need to change?” she said, then apologized as Tony blushed and shook his head. “Can’t be seen wearing girl’s clothes eh?” 
 
    As she moved towards the bedroom Tony had already turned back to the television, flicking channels, searching for any indication that someone had noticed what was happening in the town. 
 
    Margaret’s brain was only now beginning to work. She saw by her alarm clock that it was nearly nine in the morning...she had been asleep for more than two hours. 
 
    She considered alternative plans of action, but it all came down to the same thing...and even then it would be touch and go. Her resolve was hardening as she donned a pair of jeans and a white cotton shirt, and by the time she had brushed the knots out of her hair she knew what she had to do. 
 
    There was no alternative but to go back to the Hansen House and search for some sign as to what happened to Brian. And she would have to do it in daylight. Wild horses couldn’t drag her out there after the sun went down. 
 
    But first she had the boy to deal with. 
 
    When she went back into the living room he was still flicking channels on the television, and he ignored her as she went to the telephone. 
 
    There was no answer at the police station, or at the school. She tried Brian’s number but it rang unanswered for more than a minute before she gently put the phone down on its cradle. 
 
    “I think we’re in trouble,” she said, not looking at the boy, not wanting him to see the fear that had suddenly lodged inside her. “Maybe I should take you home.” 
 
    “No,” the boy said, almost shouting. He leaped from the chair as if he had been given an electric shock. “He’s been there...and he’ll be waiting for me...he wants the book.” 
 
    Tony was gripping the poker tightly, holding it in front of him like a sword, and for a moment Margaret thought he would hit her. 
 
    “We’ve got to go to the old house,” Tony said, “And we’ve got to kill him now, in the daylight, or else he’ll just make more of them.” 
 
    “It’s going to be dangerous,” Margaret said, but she saw the determination in the boy. 
 
    “I don’t care. I’ve been there before...I can take you to him.” 
 
    On impulse she moved forward and drew him to her, hugging him tight. She knew it was selfish of her to even think it, but it would be good to have company in the old house, even in the light of day. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Tony almost smiled, but it was a grim humor that frightened Margaret almost as much as the thought of going back to the house. 
 
    “We need stakes...pointed ones. This,” he said waving the poker in front of him, “This isn’t good enough. Stakes, and a hammer. A big, heavy hammer.” 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr stood in the driveway and looked up at the house that loomed over him. 
 
    “I know you’re in there,” he muttered to himself, “And I’m going to get you this time.” 
 
    He had twenty quarrels in the holster under his left arm and still had half a dozen sachets of the garlic granules in his pockets. And he had his can of lighter fuel...not much, but enough to get a fire going if he needed one. 
 
    Not that the weapons mattered...he would go up against the vampire with his bare hands if he had to. 
 
    And he had done, more than once, in the past. 
 
    He knew the nature of his obsession, and knew the source, but since that night on Jura more than fifteen years ago he had dedicated himself to finding them...seeking them out and putting them down. 
 
    It wasn’t murder...how could it be...they were dead already. 
 
    Over the years he’d learned about his quarry. How there were three kinds...the old ones who slept in deep places and who held the power, the ones who had been turned by the old ones but who had little or no intelligence...like the old man he’d sent off last night. And then there was the third, more elusive variety...the intelligent ones; the ones who claimed to have overcome the blood lust. 
 
    He’d met them all, and he’d executed them all, even the third kind. They might like to think they were better than the others were, but he had seen their fangs, and felt the rage in their stare. 
 
    He knew what they were, and they were sent down for it. 
 
    Until the police caught him with a body. 
 
    That had been a bad one. He’d read the usual signs...the cattle mutilations, the disappearing children, and he’d tried to get to the town as fast as possible...a small village in Wester Ross, miles from any public transport. Back then, only six years after the bad times on Jura, he still had some savings, enough to rent a car, but he was still almost too late. 
 
    Half the town had been turned by the time he got there, and the other half were quaking in fear behind locked doors. 
 
    Jim had nearly died twice in three nights as he chased bloodsuckers up and down the coast, and the trail of bodies he left behind had finally alerted the national police. 
 
    But by then he had caught up with the cause. He had just put the final bolt into its black heart when a floodlight lit him up and a police foghorn told him to put down his weapons. 
 
    The trial was a formality of course, and they kept the whole thing hushed up to stop the population from being frightened. But he’d seen it in some of their eyes. Not only did they believe him...they knew about it already. And still they did nothing. 
 
    They put him away for a long time. 
 
    For the first couple of years it was solitary confinement, with only the exercise regime and the books to break the monotony. Back then they wouldn’t let him read anything that might excite him. That included anything to do with his obsession. 
 
    But after the therapy things got a bit looser. He’d been a model citizen, and the social workers had got him into one of the new ‘open’ prisons. One with a library and a request service. 
 
    He spent years in research. He read Stoker and King, he subscribed to The Velvet Vampyre and Bats and Red Velvet and he corresponded with university researchers. And then came the Internet. He learned about its use and requested access in the prison library. They took it as another sign of his rehabilitation and within a month he was online to thousands of pages of information worldwide. 
 
    He realized that he wasn’t alone, that across the world there were others like him, and he used the computer services to pass on information, telling the others about his methods of disposal. 
 
    But he never wrote about the time on Jura...that stayed in his heart alone. 
 
    And there he might have stayed, happy to let others fight the good fight, if he hadn’t seen the newspaper reports about the cattle mutilations in the farms around Finsburgh. 
 
    He escaped the next day, evading the guards easily. He wasn’t happy at leaving his research behind, but he had it all on the ‘Net’, and it could be accessed from anywhere. 
 
    He stole the crossbow and quarrels from a hunting shop in Glasgow...the use of computers wasn’t the only thing he’d learned inside…and the garlic came from a health food shop. Then he headed for Finsburgh. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he’d got here in time...God knows how many had been turned last night. He had to get to the cause...the old one he’d pursued through the town to this house. He hefted the crossbow in his right hand, testing its weight. 
 
    With one final check that the garlic was still in his pockets he opened the door and entered the vampire’s lair. 
 
      
 
    Brian slept. 
 
    There were no dreams, and out in the daylight world the sun moved across the sky, so slowly that its progress was almost imperceptible, but moving nonetheless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Temple- The Third Book of the Dark 
 
      
 
    Amro saw many of the sons of Adam pass into dust while he lived in the glory of the Lord, yet Shoa and the Unforgiven were not to be seen on the face of the Earth. 
 
    And Amro took himself to Iorma, the mountain that reached for the Moon, and raised his eyes to the stars saying: “Oh Lord, what is thy purpose for us, your first made?” 
 
    And the stars spun in the sky in a great dance, wheels within wheels as the fire burned in the darkness. And Amro felt himself risen up from the earth to join in the celestial spinning. The stars spun faster and ever faster and Amro saw that each of the stars signified the soul of an Eldren. 
 
    And the souls spun together, weaving and building into a vast structure that stretched endlessly in all directions, a temple that shone with the light of the stars. 
 
    And the Lord came to Amro in the Temple and his light was that of a thousand moons. 
 
    The Lord spoke to Amro, saying: “You will raise a temple here on the mountain, and I will make you a covenant. You will go among the Unforgiven and bring them to my house. And if all should come, and if all should be worshipful, and follow my Tenets, then all will ascend in glory and sit by my side for eternity. And the Eldren will thirst no more.” 
 
    And Amro found himself back on the mountain and he wept, for the Lord had gone from his sight. But he kept the vision of the Temple with him as he returned to the caverns of his people. 
 
    When his people saw him there was great rejoicing, for the light of the Lord burned brightly in his eyes. 
 
    Long were the years of the building of the Temple, and mighty were the deeds done in the name of the Lord. Great stones were hewn from the ground, and starlight was captured in them. 
 
    Hand by hand it rose to the stars, inch by inch it soared over the mountain until its spires seemed to touch the very sky. And Amro looked at their work and saw it was good. 
 
    The Tenets of the Law were set on the highest altar, that the light of their truth might illuminate all that looked on the Temple. 
 
    And Amro chose three of his people to go out onto the face of the earth and bring the Unforgiven to the Lord. And among them was Kalent and they were known thereafter as the Chosen. 
 
    And Amro spoke, saying “Bring all of the Eldren to me, that I might share with them the glory of the Lord.” 
 
    Kalent he sent to the south, to the lands of the Adamites, and he it was who found the people of Shoa in the great city of Ur. 
 
    Great was the throng of Adamites in that place, but Kalent could move through them in the night like mist through the trees, unseen and unheard, for he was of the Eldren and he was the first made. 
 
    But there were some among the Adamites who could feel his passing. They were of the tribe of Dan and they had shared in the blood of the Unforgiven and were no longer merely sons of Adam. They were known as the Blood Children, and they are forever damned. 
 
    And the Blood Children took Kalent down into the earth to where the Priest-Kings lay in their tombs and the tribe of Shoa lived away from the burning of the Sun. 
 
    And Kalent was brought before Shoa and he was made to suffer great torture. But his faith in the Lord was strong and he spake to Shoa saying: “Come with me and look upon the Temple. 
 
    The forgiveness of the Lord is yours if you would only see.” 
 
    And Shoa laughed, saying: “We have no need for your weak god. The Great Serpent sustains us and keeps us. And see...we make yet more in our image. Soon the Adamites will be no more and the first-made will take their rightful place.” 
 
    Kalent was greatly afeard but he raised his voice that all the people should hear him. “We must follow the Tenets that the good Lord gave to Amro. Only there lies our redemption.” 
 
    But Shoa knew not of the Tenets and mocked them, saying: “We will come to your temple and see what manner of things have been wrought there, and we will bring the Serpent into the house of your god. There we shall see who will prevail.” 
 
    And Shoa shackled Kalent with great chains and bound him tightly. Shoa led his people out of Ur on the journey northwards and many were the tribulations suffered by Kalent on that journey. 
 
    Many moons passed before Kalent raised his head to see the moon shining on the topmost spire of the Temple and his heart leaped in joy. And Shoa led his people up the mountainside, and there they met Amro. 
 
    The light of God shone full in Amro’s eyes as he stood in the great doorway and the people of Shoa trembled as he spoke, saying: “Welcome brothers to the house of our Lord. Enter and be worshipful.” 
 
    And many of the Unforgiven fell to their knees before the light of God, but Shoa stood straight and unbending. And Amro came to him, offering his embrace. Shoa returned the 
 
    embrace, but his arms did not weaken, and Amro did not struggle as Shoa lowered his head and fed. 
 
    Kalent struggled mightily in his bonds but he was held secure. And still Shoa fed, and still Amro did not struggle until finally he fell to the ground, the light of the Lord gone from his eyes. 
 
    And Shoa entered the Great Temple, but as his foot crossed the threshold the mountain trembled, and as his body passed through the door a thunderbolt rent the sky, cleaving the uppermost spire and bringing down a rain of stone. And Shoa screamed as the temple came down around him and he was buried in stone as the mountain crumbled and the earth quaked. 
 
    And the voice of God spoke like thunder in the skies saying; “Begone from this place. I will remove the Tenets from your sight until you are worthy. Come no more to this place.” 
 
    And the mountain became like dust in the wind and great was the slaughter of the Eldren. 
 
    When the storm passed Kalent he found that his bonds had fallen away and he was alone among the fallen stones. He raised his voice and called to the Lord for forgiveness. But there was no answer. 
 
    It is said that when the wind dies it is still possible to hear the screams of Shoa as he lies under the rock. 
 
    And the body of Amro was never found again. 
 
    I, Kalent, the last of the Chosen, testify to this, the wrath of the Lord, in the everlasting hope that the temple might rise again in glory and that the Eldren might once more come to his forgiveness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Margaret thought hard about the stakes...unsure where she would find them without drawing suspicion. She couldn’t see herself ordering them up in the wood merchants: Oh...and some pointed stakes please. The size? Oh, just big enough to kill a vampire. 
 
    If there was anyone left out there, they’d be sure to put her away for that one. 
 
    Maybe that’s what I need. 
 
    Ever since last night up at the house reality seemed to be slipping away from her, every hour bringing a new concept to be accommodated into her view of how things should be. She had begun to wonder if this was the way that schizophrenia started. 
 
    She tried to force her attention onto the problem at hand. The only way to cope with the situation was to go with the flow and hope it brought her out somewhere she could recognize. 
 
    She still didn’t know where she would find the stakes. Then she remembered her sports kit. 
 
    She dragged a heavy canvas bag from a cupboard under the stairs and allowed herself a grin when she moved aside the old tennis rackets. 
 
    She had a smile on her face as she turned back towards Tony. 
 
    “Do you think these will do?” she asked, and produced three cricket stumps. She bashed them together, testing their strength. They had been in the bag for at least two years, since a summer school she had held to teach the kids games they had never come across before. The wood seemed solid enough. 
 
    “And not only that,” she said, delving once more into the bag. “Just look at this.” 
 
    She produced a croquet mallet from the bag. It made a very satisfying thump as she brought it down hard on the carpet. She tried not to think of what she would do to a human body if she pounded on one of the stumps, but the images came unbidden into her mind anyway…the sudden thrashing of the body, the gouts of blood at breast and mouth and the clawed hands clutching at the stake as it slid further into the body. 
 
    She realized that her image came straight from a Hammer Horror, but that was all she had as a reference point...she had never really been exposed to the occult...too squeamish for the films and completely indifferent to the books. 
 
    But I’m learning fast. 
 
    She flung the stakes and the mallet into another, lighter sports bag that she retrieved from the back of the cupboard. She realized that she didn’t have a clue as to where to go from here. 
 
    “Okay,” she said to the boy. “You’re the expert...what else do we need?” 
 
    Tony stood in the center of the room; face screwed up in concentration. She wondered what was going on his mind. How did a small boy function when faced with the reality of vampires? 
 
    How strong is his hold on reality? 
 
    “Garlic,” he said, and sheepishly produced the small jar from his pocket. “I’ve got some already...but I don’t think it’s enough.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” she asked him. 
 
    “Up at the church. I didn’t think Mr. Reid would miss it,” he said, his voice so low as to be almost imperceptible, his head hung low on his chest. She had seen the pose so many times at school when she was chastising a pupil that she almost smiled, but Tony was still concentrating. 
 
    “Maybe we could use a Bible?” he said, “But I’m not sure...it didn’t seem to help Mr. Reid any. And there were crosses in the church...weren’t there?” 
 
    Margaret shook her head. “No. I suppose the Bible didn’t help him. I don’t have one anyway...never had much time for that sort of thing...although I might think about it a bit more once all of this is over. But we don’t know that there were any bad guys in the church.” 
 
    The look Tony gave her told her what he thought of that idea. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have any crosses either,” she said, “But I can do better with the garlic though.” 
 
    She went to the kitchen and returned with a string of garlic bulbs, at least twelve threaded in a long chain. 
 
    “Do we use these whole or broken up?” she asked, but the boy shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe we could make a necklace of them? I’ve seen that in the films,” he said. “It always works...but then again that’s not the real world...is it?” 
 
    It looked like she didn’t have to worry about his hold on reality. 
 
    Now all I’ve got to worry about is my own. 
 
    She couldn’t picture herself walking through the town wearing a necklace of garlic bulbs...not even when her whole concept of reality was crashing down around her. 
 
    “We’ll deal with the practicalities later...when we get to the house,” she said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “A torch. There’s no light down there...where he is.” 
 
    Once more Margaret delved into the depths of the under-stairs cupboard. She had to move aside several boxes of magazines...relics of her childhood that she couldn’t bear to throw away...but she finally found what she was looking for. 
 
    She took out a very old bicycle lamp. When she switched it on she was surprised when the bright light suddenly made her blink. 
 
    “Well, that’s working anyway,” she said, and the enormity of what they were planning suddenly hit her. If the boy hadn’t been there she would have sat on the carpet and giggled for a long time. 
 
    “Fearless vampire killers,” she managed to say before the giggles couldn’t be contained and she started to laugh, rocking backward and forwards on her heels and hugging her arms to her chest. 
 
    Tony looked at her as if unsure whether to laugh or cry, but when she held the garlic bulbs up to her neck he too started laughing. 
 
    “Not so much Van Helsing...more like Abbott and Costello Meet the Bloodsuckers,” she said between giggles, and that set them both off again although Tony didn’t understand the allusion. 
 
    It was several minutes before Margaret could get herself under control. She could feel hysteria bubble just beneath the surface, but the laughter seemed to have broken some of the sense of doom and foreboding she felt. 
 
    “You and me against the world kid,” she said in an exaggerated American accent. That nearly sent them both off again, but she managed to cover the giggles by pretending to cough and the deep pain in her muscles as she tried to stand was enough to remind her of the seriousness of their situation. 
 
    The bulbs of garlic went into the bag with the stakes, the mallet and the lamp and Margaret hefted the bag across her shoulder. 
 
    “Time to go,” she said, “But God knows what we’re going to say if we meet anyone in the street.” 
 
    She needn’t have worried. 
 
    Even after ten o’clock in the morning the streets were as empty as they had been earlier. It was as if a party had been declared out of town, and Margaret and Tony were the only ones not invited. 
 
    By the time they got to the main street Margaret was beginning to wonder just how close to the truth that was. 
 
    There were people on the street, but only half a dozen at most, walking around listlessly as if in the grip of a severe illness. They didn’t talk to each other...in fact it looked like each was unaware of the other’s existence. 
 
    Margaret had seen a zombie film once...on a date with a strange, quiet chap from University. The night out had been a disaster, but she had always remembered one image, a group of dead and decaying zombies shuffling through a shopping mall...doing the things they used to do while alive even while their guts fell out and maggots crawled in their eye sockets. 
 
    The people in the street reminded her of the film...their bodies were working, but their brains seemed to have disengaged. 
 
    There was only one shop open...the butchers. Margaret was about to go in, eager to speak to someone...anyone, but Tony held her back and pointed through the window. 
 
    The butcher stood at the counter holding a slice of raw red dripping meat in his hands. He fondled it as if it was a small cat, cradling it to his chest and making cooing noises, comforting it like you would a baby. 
 
    Then he raised it to his mouth and bit off a large chunk, chewing it hungrily, a scrap of meat hanging from the side of his mouth. He swallowed, and the pleasure in his eyes was so intense that Margaret thought she knew what he would look like when having an orgasm. 
 
    Then he started to suck the meat, his tongue running over the soft flesh. Saliva dripped from the corners of his lips, a thin drool that was tinged with red, and Margaret couldn’t watch any more. She let Tony lead her away. 
 
    None of the other people on the street showed the slightest interest in them. They walked like sleepwalkers, eyes staring sightlessly straight ahead, and feet shuffling on the pavements with a rasping like fine sandpaper over wood. They looked as if they had dressed hurriedly...trouser flies unzipped and socks forgotten. When she got close enough Margaret could see the twin wounds on each of their necks. 
 
    “The whole town?” she whispered. “My God. The whole town in just one night?” 
 
    Her mind refused to take it all in. Already it was rationalizing…a sudden highly contagious flu maybe, or something happening so earth shattering, so gripping, that the town’s population was glued to their televisions and radios. 
 
    She had almost got herself believing it when she recognized one of the people standing outside the supermarket. 
 
    “Miss White?” she asked. “Carol?” 
 
    She touched the other woman on the shoulder, exerting pressure and turning her round, but when she looked in the school secretary’s face she began to back away, almost falling over Tony who was half-hiding behind her. 
 
    The woman looked nearly dead already. Her skin was white, almost translucent, the paleness only broken by the red smear of clumsily applied lipstick and the twin circles of rouge on her cheeks which made her look like a china doll…but one that had been made in very bad taste. 
 
    It was obvious that her hair hadn’t been combed. It hung in bedraggled tails from her scalp, like dead earthworms, and the buttons of her blouse had been done up wrong so that it was three inches higher on one side than the other. Not high enough to hide the telltale wounds though. 
 
    The marks on her neck looked like they had been gouged with a blunt instrument, furrows of pink flesh that oozed a thin white fluid. The woman’s blouse was stained pink on that side, almost down as far as her breast. 
 
    Vacant eyes stared at Margaret, eyes that held no recognition at all. Her mouth hung open, revealing an unflattering brace on the front teeth that she was always so particular about hiding. 
 
    “Good grief, Carol,” Margaret said, “What has happened to you?” 
 
    The secretary scratched at the wounds on her neck, bringing a fresh spurt of watery blood and Margaret gasped in horror as the shirt took on a deeper red tinge. 
 
    The woman walked forward, and Margaret stepped aside, fearing an attack, but the secretary kept on walking along the street, swaying unsteadily from side to side. 
 
    Her gait made Margaret look down, only to see that the woman was wearing different shoes on each foot...on the left a high-heeled stiletto, on the right a flat house slipper with an absurd pom-pom that looked doubly out of place in the main street. 
 
    “Got to get something for the headmaster’s supper,” Margaret heard her murmur. “He’s coming round again tonight. He’s such a nice man really when you get to know him.” 
 
    Margaret put out a hand as if to stop the woman, but was stopped by Tony. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” the boy said. “Look.” 
 
    He pointed up at the sky, and at first Margaret didn’t know what he meant, but then she saw it...the sun was already almost directly overhead. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr stood in the kitchen of the Hansen House and looked down at the trapdoor at his feet. 
 
    He had found nothing in the rest of the house...nothing but old dust and faded memories of grandeur. The place was surprisingly free of vandalism and he wondered if maybe other people had the same talent as he did, the one that told him when the bloodsuckers were around. 
 
    The mosaic had given him a fright though. He had come across it in his research, had even seen drawings that purported to be made from life, but he had never seen anything that looked so evil, so alive. If he had a hammer he would have pounded at the mosaic until the pattern no longer worked its way into his mind, but he resolved to return...once the job was done. 
 
    Part of him had known all along that he wouldn’t find anything in the house itself...it wasn’t their style, but he had looked anyway, through the hallways and bedrooms. 
 
    He’d given up on the top floor, where he’d discovered nothing more than the remains of long dead pigeons. There was nothing living left in the house...not a pigeon, not a mouse, not even a rat. 
 
    That in itself was enough to confirm he was in the right place...the animal kingdom knew something that man had forgotten...that it was best to stay away from the pale creatures of the night. 
 
    They were down there...under his feet. He could smell them, taste them, feel their voices in his head. 
 
    They whispered to him, they had always whispered to him, ever since Jura, tiny voices in his head that he could never dispel. 
 
    He remembered when they had started. 
 
    He had come out of a long sleep, from a dream in which he chased Sandra and their son down a long dark corridor, sometimes getting close enough to touch them but never quite close enough to stop them. He shouted after them, and the boy turned. He was a beautiful child, four, then seven, then ten years old; a mop of golden curls fringing an angelic face. 
 
    “Daddy,” the boy shouted, and Jim put on one final spurt to catch them. He stretched out an arm. 
 
    And woke up. 
 
    Even when he finally realized that he was awake he found that his hands were stretched out in front of him, reaching for something he could never catch. 
 
    The doctor was standing over him, his eyes red and moist. The cigarette in his hand was shaking wildly, sending flecks of ash scattering unheeded on the carpet. 
 
    Somehow Jim had got back downstairs, back into the huge armchair in front of the fire. Had it all been a dream? Were they still alive? 
 
    For a second his heart leaped in hope, then he saw the sadness in the doctor’s eyes. He didn’t want to hear what the doctor had to say. 
 
    “Mr. Kerr?” the doctor said, and that was all he had to say. 
 
    “They’re dead...aren’t they?” Jim asked, and when the doctor nodded, he dropped his head to his chest. 
 
    And that was when he heard the first of the voices...a high mocking laugh, far away, but still inside his head. 
 
    “The strain of the birth was too much for her,” the doctor said, and the laugh got just that bit shriller, just that bit louder. 
 
    “What do you mean...strain? She was bitten by a bloody vampire,” Jim said, shouting, rising from his chair only to be pushed back down. 
 
    “You’re distraught Mr. Kerr. Maybe I should give you something to calm you down.” 
 
    “I don’t need calm,” Jim said, still shouting. “It was a vampire.” 
 
    The doctor knelt beside him. 
 
    “Listen, Mr. Kerr. You won’t get anywhere with this talk. I’ve already made out the certificates...and they both say natural causes. And if anyone asks, that’s what I’m going to say, that’s all I’m ever going to say. And I suggest you start believing that it happened that way...otherwise people will begin to question your sanity.” 
 
    The laughter in Jim’s head got louder, and was joined by more voices; a chorus of mocking that threatened to engulf him. 
 
    “I want to see the bodies,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm. “I need to see them.” 
 
    The doctor suddenly looked embarrassed. 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible Mr. Kerr. They’ve been cremated already.” 
 
    Jim’s mind was refusing to take in what was being said and it took several seconds for it to sink in. 
 
    “Cremated? Come on...you don’t have a crematorium on the island.” He was close to anger now. “How the hell did you manage that one?” 
 
    “Nevertheless...they have been burnt. The people around here have their ways of dealing with such things.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Jim shouted. Tears ran down his cheeks and his fists were clenched like rocks. He wanted to strike out, to fight against something, anything that would ease the pain. 
 
    The doctor stepped back and raised his arms in front of his face as if to defend himself. 
 
    “I think you’ll find that I can Mr. Kerr. And the authorities around here will back me up. We can’t have the people on the mainland knowing our business, now can we?” 
 
    And Jim had found out the hard way. He’d tried the police, then the courts, and finally the media. But none of them believed him. 
 
    There was no evidence, he was clearly distraught over the loss of his family, and there was nothing at all disreputable in the doctor’s background. He’d turned to drink for a while, but that only made the voices laugh longer and harder…until the time he’d read reports of a mysterious death in a small village in Ireland that set him on his current path. 
 
    That one had been easy...it was weak and barely alive, just a bundle of skin and bone. He found it trying to take a newborn baby and he put it down with one bolt in the heart. It was dust soon afterward. And he’d discovered that he felt good...better than he had since the deaths. So he’d started looking for clues, and he started learning. 
 
    Each time he put one down the voices were still for a while. But they always came back, and they were here now as he stood over the trapdoor. 
 
    Tears fell down into the blackness below and after a while he followed them. 
 
      
 
    The sun beat down on Margaret and Tony as they climbed the hill towards the grounds of the 
 
    Hansen House, raising fine beads of sweat on Tony’s brow. 
 
    He remembered the last time he had been up here…how Billy had been laughing and joking, how full of life his friend had been. Unconsciously he slowed, so much so that Margaret managed to get several yards in front of him. 
 
    A heavy weight seemed to have settled on him; pressing down and making his legs feel like blocks of lead. 
 
    Above the trees at the top of the hill he could see the uppermost turrets of their destination. 
 
    Although the sun continued to beat down, it seemed as if the house was bathed in deep shadow, the land in which it sat stuck in a time when it was always winter. 
 
    Tony shivered over his whole body and Margaret stopped, a look of concern on her face as she walked back to him. 
 
    “You don’t have to come you know,” she said taking him by the hand. “I’m a big girl now...I can handle it.” 
 
    But he did have to go. It was as if they were all behind him, pushing him onwards...first Billy, then Ian, and then the old man. Although it was broad daylight he was still haunted by them. Especially the first two...if he hadn’t been so persistent, so driven by the need to be noticed, then neither of his friends would have died. And if he hadn’t been in the graveyard then the vampire might not have been there, and the old man wouldn’t have died. He didn’t want to see anyone else killed...not anyone that was still alive anyway. 
 
    It was just that he didn’t know if he could do it. It had been hard enough the last time, even with Billy spurring him on. But now he’d have to go down into those cellars knowing what was waiting at the bottom. 
 
    He shook his head from side to side, trying to dispel the thoughts. 
 
    All the way from the teacher’s house he had been trying to deny what he saw, but the sight of the zombies in the streets had shaken him hard, almost as hard as seeing the old man killed. That had happened in the churchyard, a place he didn’t know very well, but these walking dead were in the middle of a street he walked along every day of his life. And it was broad daylight. 
 
    Somehow that made it worse. 
 
    They had passed within a hundred yards of his parent’s house, but he hadn’t mentioned it...indeed he had purposefully looked the other way. If his mother had been turned into one of the walking zombies then he didn’t want to know...not yet. There would be plenty of time for rebuilding his life afterward...once they had done their job at the house. 
 
    The teacher stopped on the road just a couple of yards ahead of him, and when he caught her up she was bent almost double and breathing heavily. 
 
    “Not as fit as I used to be,” she said, gasping for breath. “It’s at times like this that I really wish I’d learned to drive.” 
 
    She gasped for breath again, and Tony thought she would have some kind of asthma attack, but then she stood up straight, groaning as she pressed her hands at the flat of her back. Her face was red and her eyes were watering, but she no longer looked like she would keel over. 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” she said, “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She didn’t look fine. She looked strained and gaunt; her eyes deep set in their sockets and her mouth only a thin line where it was set in determination. She dropped the sports bag from her shoulder and sighed loudly. Tony noticed the damp sweat stains on her shirt, like saucers under each arm. It was hot, but it wasn’t that hot. 
 
    “I’ll carry it for a bit,” Tony said, already feeling guilty at not having offered earlier. 
 
    “Thanks,” the teacher said, “but it’s not the weight that’s the problem...it’s just the bruises.” 
 
    Tony suddenly realized that he didn’t know what had happened to the teacher the night before, nothing beyond the fact that something had happened in the house to make her believe her story. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to talk about it...not here so close to the Hansen House. 
 
    That didn’t stop him wondering though, and it preyed on his mind as he picked up the sports bag. It was bulky and awkward to carry but it wasn’t heavy. Margaret had already started up the hill and he had to hurry to catch her. 
 
    “Miss Brodie?” he said, and she replied before he had a chance to finish. 
 
    “Call me Margaret...at least while we’re out of school.” 
 
    “Margaret,” Tony said, as if trying the syllables for size. “What happened to you last night?” 
 
    “Nothing I want to talk about just yet,” she said, “But I’ll tell you what...ask me after we’ve put a stake in the bastard.” 
 
    With that they started up the hill once more, her pace faster than Tony could manage so that he was almost running to keep up. 
 
    As they got closer to the entrance to the grounds Tony could see something that gave him a clue as to the night’s activities...he recognized the car which was parked across the front of the iron gates. 
 
    “Is that Mr. Baillies’ car?” he asked. 
 
    Margaret nodded. She walked over to the car and ran a hand over the roof, There were silver, glistening tears in her eyes. 
 
    “He’s still here,” she said almost to herself. “He didn’t get out.” 
 
    She suddenly looked as if she had lost hope, but then a hardness came to her eyes, a cold stare that Tony had never seen in her before. Her back straightened, and this time she didn’t even wince. She stepped around the side of the car and Tony saw that she was now wary and watchful, expecting attack. 
 
    She studied the gravel around the car, then stared fixedly into the rhododendron bushes on either side of the drive. 
 
    “If you see Tom Duncan, don’t talk to him,” she said. 
 
    “You mean Mr. Duncan...the math teacher? He’s one of them?” 
 
    “Yes...and he nearly got me last night,” Margaret said, and showed Tony the bandaged hand. 
 
    “But they don’t come out in daylight,” Tony said, and Margaret turned on him, suddenly angry. 
 
    “Don’t think that...don’t take anything for granted. Was that butcher dangerous? Was he?” 
 
    Her face was only inches from his and she was shouting. 
 
    Tony couldn’t help it...tears sprung from the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t go soft on me now kid,” she said, then seemed to relent and held him gently. “I’m sorry. But we have to be careful from now on.” 
 
    Tony nodded and wiped the wetness away from his eyes. He turned away from the teacher and gazed along the driveway to the house at the end. 
 
    “He’s in there, isn’t he?” he said. “The one who killed the old man.” 
 
    “Yes. I think he’s in there. And we’re going to get him,” Margaret said. And without another word she began to walk up the drive. 
 
    Tony took one last look at the car then turned and followed her. 
 
      
 
    In the dark bathroom Brian slept. 
 
    He didn’t see Donald Allan stand over the bath and stare down at him, and he didn’t see the black eyes turn deep blazing red, just for a second before the vampire turned away and buried his head in his hands. 
 
      
 
    The darkness descended with Jim as he climbed down the ladder, and a deathly quiet went with him. Only the rasping of his overcoat against the ladder broke the silence. 
 
    He could just see that there was more than one level...the ladder still going down through the floor below. He stepped off at the first level and took a large flashlight from his overcoat, using its light to cock and load the crossbow. 
 
    He stood, listening, as the dust he’d thrown up started to settle, and he made sure there was no movement before he himself moved...left foot first, an inch at a time. 
 
    The torchlight moved ahead of him across the floor...an extended oval that fattened as it reached the skirting board and thickened into a circle as it hit the wall. 
 
    The room was fifty feet by thirty feet and nearly twelve feet up to the rough timbers of the ceiling. It was also empty except for a few old wine bottles and the black scar from a small fire that ran up one wall. He sifted the ashes of the fire with the toe of his boot, but there was nothing there, just burnt wood and paper. 
 
    Jim swept the room twice, just to make sure, and tapped at the walls, searching for hollow areas, but he met only old brickwork. 
 
    When he turned back to the ladder he realized that he would have to use at least one hand for climbing. He switched off the torch and slipped it back into his pocket, taking care to make sure it wouldn’t fall out on his descent. He kept a tight hold on the crossbow as he put his foot on the first rung and began to descend, being careful to keep the bow away from anything that might jar it...it wouldn’t do to spear himself with a bolt down here. 
 
    The second level was the same...a bit bigger, a bit dustier, but still just as empty. He stayed for less time...the voices in his head were getting stronger...he was getting closer. 
 
    He reached the bottom at the third level. It was colder here, much colder, and he felt glad that he hadn’t left the overcoat outside as he’d originally intended. 
 
    He could see the condensation of his breath move in front of him as he stepped into the room. 
 
    This too was empty, but there was a feeling about the place, as if someone had just left. He took out the torch and swung the beam around, just to make sure, but he already knew he was alone. 
 
    But he had to be here somewhere...Jim could sense him. 
 
    He studied the room again, more closely, and this time he saw it...the darker patch of gray in the shadows. 
 
    As he got closer he saw that it was a door, one that was standing partly open. 
 
    His breath was coming faster now, and his heart rate was up, the blood pounding in his ears as he reached out and pushed the door. 
 
    It swung open without a sound…not even a creak from the obviously old hinges. On the other side there was only darkness, one that his torch beam struggled to pierce. 
 
    He could smell it now...above the scent of his own fear...the unmistakable taint of the bloodsuckers. But he had never felt it this strong before...not even in Wester Ross where he’d found a group of five together. 
 
    He double-checked the quiver to make sure the bolts were still in place and tested that the tension was right in the bow before he stepped into the darkness. 
 
    His torch beam caught something lighter, a rectangular plaque which told him he was in some kind of Navy bunker, which didn’t make him any the wiser. 
 
    The air was thicker here, almost cloying, meaty at the back of his throat and stinging in his nostrils. Even breathing through the mouth didn’t help...it felt like he chewed on a ball of cotton wool. 
 
    The light from his torch only penetrated five or six feet ahead of him, and all he could see was a flat floor. But when the corridor widened and the echoes told him that the room beyond was much bigger he knew that he was in the right place. 
 
    There were dark shadows on either side of him, stretching away into the blackness, and when he shone the torch over them he saw that they were beds. They reminded him of prison. 
 
    But it was more than just beds. On each of the bunks there was the black, amorphous shadow of a sleeping figure. 
 
    He approached the nearest one slowly and pulled back the sheet that covered it. 
 
    It was a woman...late twenties, early thirties at most. As the torchlight hit her face her eyes screwed up and she hissed like a snake, showing off the white fangs. But she didn’t wake. 
 
    Jim peeled the cover back, exposing her upper body. She wore a short nightdress, diaphanous and thin and leaving nothing to the imagination. The nipples that were straining against the material were gray and lifeless, like two pieces of plasticine made to resemble the real thing. Her mouth opened and closed as she breathed, each breath escaping with a soft moan that, in a live woman, would have been almost sexy. But to Jim she was nothing more than a piece of dead meat. 
 
    He placed the bow over her chest, pressing the point of the quarrel against her skin until it pierced the flesh leaving only a tiny, bloodless hole. Her chest rose and fell, slowly, but he knew that it was only an imitation of life...these things no more needed air than they needed food. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open and stared straight at him. He stared back as he pulled the trigger and the bolt went into her heart. 
 
    She jerked, just once, as if hit by an electric shock, but there was no blood and the staring eyes didn’t change expression. 
 
    Jim watched her for a long time. There was a hissing whistle that he couldn’t trace at first before he realized that it was internal gases escaping around the wooden shaft of the crossbow bolt. He pressed the bolt to one side with his left index finger. There was a sudden gasp, like a sharp intake of breath, then the room was quiet. 
 
    He breathed out and counted through the relaxation tricks he’d taught himself in the long days in prison, feeling tension drain from his muscles. 
 
    There was a grim smile on his face as he reloaded the crossbow and moved over to the next bunk, a grin which faded as he pulled the rough cover backward and looked down into the face of a three-year-old child. 
 
      
 
    The gravel crunched under their feet as Tony and Margaret made their way up the drive. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Margaret said. “The last time you were here.” 
 
    Tony struggled for the words to start. 
 
    What could he say to an adult about the feelings he had on that day...he had even kept them hidden from himself. 
 
    “We were looking for Morlocks,” he said, and saw the anticipated amusement on the teacher’s face. 
 
    “I know,” he said wearily, “It sounds like a kid’s game. But we were bored, and we needed something to do.” 
 
    Margaret nodded gravely, as if she understood, but Tony knew that was an act for his benefit. Girls, even grown up ones, would never understand what went on in the minds of young boys with time on their hands. 
 
    “I can’t remember much about what went on in the house,” he said, aware that it was a lie. 
 
    He could remember it as if it was a film playing in his head...it was just that he refused to run the projector. He knew it was all there...he could even tell the dark part of his mind where it was stored. 
 
    “The papers said that Billy ran away from home,” Margaret said, her voice soft, as if probing for a response. 
 
    “That was what his father wanted,” Tony said. “He never liked Billy anyway. But he didn’t run away...I left him in the cellar with that thing. And I got out. And I ran and ran, but it never came for me, and I thought that I had dreamed it all and that Billy really had run away, but I always had the book there under my bed to make sure I knew it was true. Then I did that stupid trick in the boiler room and it all came back.” 
 
    The sentences came out in one rush without a pause for breath and by the time it was finished Tony was surprised to discover he was crying again. 
 
    “Tell me again about the book,” Margaret said. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    Tony wasn’t sure...it was somewhere in that part of his mind that he refused to study. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it was in the cellar...in the same place as the vampire. I think it was in the tomb with him.” 
 
    “Have you read it?” she asked, and he nodded in return. 
 
    “You’ve seen it yourself. It’s a bible. A vampire bible. There’s all sorts of stuff in it...about how God made them first, how they got their commandments before we did. And there’s someone called the Redeemer...she’s the one that stops them drinking blood.” 
 
    Margaret was silent for several seconds before speaking. 
 
    “I don’t think the one that got Brian was much into religion,” she said. “I think the bible was put there by someone else.” 
 
    She seemed to think for a moment. 
 
    “There was only the bible there? Nothing else?” 
 
    Tony had a mental picture of something flashing silver, a long thin blade of steel, but he pushed that image away again. 
 
    “There’s only the papers that were inside the cover. Mr. Reid said that they were an exorcism, but I couldn’t understand all the foreign words.” 
 
    The teacher wasn’t really listening...she seemed distracted. 
 
    “The serpent. That’s important,” she said almost to herself. 
 
    Tony had read about the serpent as well. It was everywhere in the book, always doing bad things. 
 
    “Do you still have the papers?” she asked him, and again he nodded. 
 
    “Good. Hold on to them. I think I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything else, and when Tony looked over at her she was staring fixedly at the house ahead of them. 
 
    They were much closer now, and the house looked even less inviting close up. 
 
    The front door was lying open. 
 
    “I’m sure I closed it,” Margaret said, almost a whisper but Tony didn’t notice. He stared into the darkness beyond the door, and the closer they got, the less convinced he was that he would make it inside without his legs giving way 
 
    His throat was dry and the inside of his mouth felt like he’d swallowed a spoonful of dust. 
 
    His hands were shaking and he pushed them hard into the pockets of his trousers where Margaret couldn’t see them. 
 
    And then he had another thought, one that should have struck him long ago but only now bubbled to the surface. 
 
    “What if Billy is still in there? What if he’s one of them?” 
 
    He stopped, five yards from the door, sweat pouring down his forehead. He couldn’t breathe, as if some great beast had him in a bear hug around the chest, and his legs trembled all down their length. 
 
    “Miss Brodie,” he said. “Margaret.” 
 
    The world began to gray out around him and he had to sit down hard, his teeth clicking shut on his tongue as his buttocks met the gravel. 
 
    He heard footsteps on the gravel as the teacher rushed over to him. 
 
    “Tony?” she said, and it was muffled as if her voice was coming through a wall. His ears were ringing and when he raised a hand in front of his face he could see far too many fingers. 
 
    “Just sit still for a minute,” the teacher said. He put his head low on his chest and tried to calm down the heartbeat that was threatening to push through his ribs. 
 
    He still couldn’t breathe and he gasped, mouth opening and closing like a goldfish taken out of its bowl. 
 
    “Listen to me Tony,” Margaret said. 
 
    He looked up, and the concern in her eyes was the start of him regaining control. 
 
    “You don’t have to go in if you don’t want to,” she said, and repeated it, more forcibly this time. 
 
    He managed a breath, one intake of air that seemed to go on for minutes, a breath that he let out all at once in one explosive burst. 
 
    “I bid my dongue,” he said, and Margaret’s sudden laughter was enough to release the hold on his chest. He whooped in great gulps of air and his eyes came back into focus. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said when he finally felt able to speak again. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Margaret said. “I’ve been close to it myself. I meant what I said though...you don’t have to go in if you don’t want to.” 
 
    He tried to stand but the teacher pushed him back down again. 
 
    “Give me the papers you mentioned earlier,” she said. “I’ll go in and deal with it.” 
 
    Tony shook his head. 
 
    “No. I’m coming with you. I ran away the last time, and Billy died.” 
 
    He was pulled into a soft embrace, one that he had no urge to escape. 
 
    “I promise you,” the teacher said. “If things get hairy in there then you’ll have to be fast to beat me out.” 
 
    This time it was his turn to laugh, and he still had a smile on his face as they helped each other to their feet. Tony picked up the sports bag and they walked, hand in hand, towards the door. 
 
      
 
    Jim stood over the small body, just looking down at it. 
 
    It felt like time had warped around him. He stared down at the bunk, but he saw a floor, and the child that was lying there. He reached down and stroked the fine hair at its brow, making comforting noises as he put down the crossbow and gathered the child to his chest. 
 
    The body felt warm to the touch, and he felt its hot breath against his neck as he walked around the room. He wasn’t seeing the bunk beds. He was in broad daylight, in a room he had decorated himself. 
 
    A mobile chimed sweetly above him, a school of ceramic dolphins playing in the breeze. The carpet under his bare feet was soft and thick to the touch and his son felt reassuringly warm and alive against his chest. 
 
    He sang as he walked, songs that he had himself heard at his grandmother’s knee, about spiders climbing up spouts, about daddies coming home, nonsense songs whose only purpose was comfort. 
 
    He walked over to the window and looked down into the garden, smiling down at Sandra tending the garden. He’d told her not to exert herself, not when she was pregnant, but she pushed the lawnmower around as if it was a shopping trolley in a crowded supermarket. 
 
    One thing was for sure; they wouldn’t have a lawn with fine, even stripes...more like crazy paving. But for the moment he was happy not to worry about anything. 
 
    His son squirmed in his arms, coming up out of sleep in that gentle way that kids have, arms straining for release, mouth just opening as if getting ready to scream. 
 
    He was just beginning to get his first teeth; smooth white knobs of flesh just protruding from pink fleshy gums. 
 
    Jim put his little finger into the boy’s mouth, and smiled as the gums clamped down on it. 
 
    “No such luck, kiddo,” he said. “You’ll have to wait until you’re grown up before you get a chance to do that again.” 
 
    He ran his finger over the new teeth, marveling at the processes necessary for the production of the white knobs that were forcing their way through. The boy sucked hungrily at his finger, and Jim let him take in a bit more of it. 
 
    The boy’s eyes were smiling when Jim looked down, just before reality crashed in around him and a pair of razor sharp fangs bit deep into the flesh of his fingertip. 
 
    He was disoriented for a second, his mind still back there in the sunny bedroom while his body fought off the pain in his finger, but then the shock hit him fully, enough to focus his attention. 
 
    The vampire child was still asleep, but was lying in Jim’s arms, its mouth clamped firmly over his finger, jaws locked tight. And although it was asleep, Jim could see its throat moving as it swallowed, as his blood was drained. 
 
    He had moved during his reverie, his walking in reality mirroring his pacing back and forth in the longed for nursery, and he was at least five yards from the cot. The torch lay on top of the covers, lighting up the wall beside the cot, and in the shadows he could just see the barest outline of his crossbow. 
 
    His whole arm had gone numb, and the old joke about the blood donor being aghast at giving ‘a whole armful’ went through his mind. He couldn’t use his other hand...it was being used to support the child. 
 
    He tried to let go, but suddenly found the vampire’s whole weight pulling against his little finger...a pain so hot and excruciating that he was forced to grab hold of the child again. 
 
    He squeezed it hard against his chest in a tight grip, causing the small ribs to pop and slide against each other. But still it didn’t wake, and it continued to feed. 
 
    Jim started to walk forward, toward the cot where his crossbow lay, but his legs felt heavy and he could manage little more than a shuffle. 
 
    The child in his arms was getting heavier, and Jim’s legs were getting weaker, threatening to buckle at any moment. He knelt to the ground, knowing that he had to get rid of it very soon, before his strength left him completely. 
 
    He got the child on the ground, finally able to free his hand from under it, and it was only then that he remembered the packets of garlic in his pockets. He was almost frantic as he got the packet out. His head was beginning to sing, feeling light and heady as if he had drank too much too quickly. 
 
    He tore at the plastic packet with his teeth, almost choking as some of the powder found its way down his throat. The packet seemed to explode in his face and he had to close his eyes tight against the stinging, so he didn’t see what happened next, 
 
    But he could guess...he had seen it before. 
 
    The pressure on his finger suddenly lessened and he could draw his hand away from the mouth. But when he tried to back away, to put some distance between himself and the vampire, his legs betrayed him and he fell heavily backward, his head striking the cold stone floor. There was a ringing in his ears, then only blackness. 
 
      
 
    As they stepped through the doorway and into the house Margaret looked over at Tony. He seemed to be holding himself together now, but she wondered how long she would be able to trust in him. She put it to the back of her mind...she had enough to think about without babysitting as well. If things got hairy she’d try and get him out, but until then, she would let him look after himself. 
 
    It wasn’t as dark in the house as she had feared. Dim light came into the hall from the main door they had just passed through and from the open door to the kitchen beyond. 
 
    “It’s through there,” Tony said, pointing. “There’s a trapdoor in the kitchen that takes you down into the cellars.” 
 
    He started to move forward but Margaret held him back. 
 
    “Just hold on for a minute. I don’t want to trust that old cycle light unless I really have to. 
 
    There’s something else I want to try.” 
 
    She looked over to her left. Just thinking about the mosaic made her cold, but it was daylight. 
 
    Surely it couldn’t harm her...not with the sun high in the sky. 
 
    “Over here,” she said, and motioned for Tony to follow. 
 
    When she got to the corner just before the room she stopped, struck by a sudden thought. 
 
    What if Brian’s dead body was lying in there on the floor? She didn’t give herself time to think about it...she turned the corner and walked into the mosaic room. 
 
    She had to close her eyes. The dome seemed to focus the light, making the room as bright as if it was floodlit. She almost believed that the floor would be smooth, that the mosaic had been part of a nightmare, but as her eyes adjusted she could see that it had been no dream. 
 
    In the daylight the mosaic was even more impressive. She could see that it was composed of tiny pieces, each the size of the fingernail on her little finger. Whereas, in the dark, it had seemed to be black and silver, she saw that it was almost iridescent, with golds and greens and yellows amongst the coils. And out there in the middle she could see a blot on the scene, a smear of darker red that could be nothing other than the blood she had seen spilled. 
 
    But it no longer looked alive. It looked like what it was...an impressive work of representational art, but a work of art nonetheless. 
 
    “Come over here,” she said. 
 
    Tony hadn’t come all the way into the room. He stood in the hallway, transfixed by the view in front of him. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “It won’t bite you.” She didn’t quite believe that herself yet, and she had to force herself to step forward, putting her left foot gingerly on the thinnest of the serpent’s coils. 
 
    Tony came across the room, and Margaret noticed that he gave the mosaic a wide berth, never coming closer than six feet to it at any point. 
 
    “I want to try something,” she said. “Have you still got those papers you found in the Bible?” 
 
    Tony nodded and took the book from under his belt and showed her the yellowing papers that protruded from the leather cover. 
 
    She prized the papers out and unfolded them carefully. Tony pointed out the top page. 
 
    “It was that one...the one with the drawings on it.” 
 
    She looked closely at the drawings, but couldn’t see any help there. Then she read the verse, mentally trying to transcribe the strange syllables into words she could understand, words that she might be able to pronounce. 
 
    “Bill said this was an exorcism...right?” she asked. 
 
    Tony nodded again. 
 
    “Well let’s try it.” 
 
    Tony looked doubtful. 
 
    “I know,” Margaret said. “It’s a long shot. But the book has got something to do with this place, and if someone went to enough trouble to leave an exorcism in it, then they must have had some use for it.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” the boy asked. “I thought you had to be a priest or something? And wouldn’t it have to be done at night? And...” 
 
    She stopped him before he enumerated all of her own doubts. 
 
    “I know all of that,” she said, “But if it means we don’t have to get down to business with the stakes then I’m all for trying it.” 
 
    “But what are you going to do?” He asked again. 
 
    In truth she had little idea. With the papers in her hand she strode into the center of the mosaic. 
 
    She placed her feet squarely on the head of the serpent but was careful not to stand on the red blot of Brian’s blood. The sunlight seemed to fill the room, but she saw that the source wasn’t directly overhead. In fact she saw that the wall to her left was already in shadow, the leading edges of which were creeping close to the mosaic. 
 
    She flattened the top sheaf of paper, smoothing it out with the heel of her palm. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” she said, and smiled as Tony gave her a ‘thumbs up’. 
 
    The first words wouldn’t come easy. Her throat was suddenly dry and she had to cough, twice, before she could continue. 
 
    “Powers of the Kingdom, be ye under my left foot and in my right hand,” she began. 
 
    At first her voice was soft and cautious, but she seemed to fall into the rhythm of it, as if the verse had found its own tempo and cadence. 
 
    “Glory and Eternity, take me by the two shoulders and direct me in the paths of victory. 
 
    Mercy and Justice be ye the equilibrium and splendor of my life.” 
 
    The light seemed to be dimming and although Margaret could still see the glowing orb of the sun, it was as if there was a veil of smoke between them. 
 
    “Intelligence and wisdom crown me. 
 
    Spirits of Malcuth lead me betwixt the two pillars upon which rest the edifice of the temple. 
 
    Angels of Nestah and Hod strengthen me upon the cubic stone of Jesod. 
 
    Oh Gedulael, Oh Geburael, Oh Tiphereth, Binael, be thou my love. 
 
    Ruach Hochmael be thou my light. Be that which thou art and thou shalt be. ” 
 
    The room got suddenly darker. Darker and colder. Goosebumps ran the length of Margaret’s arms, and she felt an elation build inside her. Something was happening. It was working. 
 
    “Oh Jethriel Tschim assist me in the name of Amro, be my strength in the name of Yoriah. 
 
    Oh Beni-Elohim, be my brethren in the name of the Redeemer and by the power of Zebaoth.” 
 
    Margaret felt a hot tingling throughout her body, the same feeling she got immediately after a heavy work out. She had to concentrate...the papers seemed to be swimming in front of her eyes. 
 
    “Elohim do battle for me in the name of Rokar. 
 
    Malachim protect me in the name of Jod He Vau He. 
 
    Seraphim cleanse me in the name of Elvoih. 
 
    Give me the strength to cast down this servant of thine enemy.” 
 
    By the time she reached the last words she was almost shouting. The darkness spun and thickened around her and her heart leaped. Thin shadows seemed to rush through the air, whirling around her head in a frenzied dance. 
 
    The air thickened like a descending fog, and in the fog the shadows took on more substance. 
 
    Margaret’s last syllable was still echoing around the room and the fog was getting ever thicker. 
 
    For several seconds she thought it would work but the sun burned through the gray, dispersing it as fast as it came and the tingling in her limbs faded. 
 
    She felt as if she had just missed something important, as if she had been close to success only to have it dashed away. 
 
    “It was working!” Tony shouted. “What happened?” 
 
    Margaret shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. I felt something all right.” 
 
    Then another thought struck her. 
 
    “Maybe it did work. How are we to know otherwise?” 
 
    Tony shook his head. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    She knew what he meant. The house still had the same chill, the same sense of overbearing gloom. 
 
    “Maybe it needs to be done at night,” Tony said. 
 
    “Yes. And maybe we need to sacrifice a black cockerel while dancing naked around an inverted cross. There’s too many ifs and buts. It looks like we’ll need the stakes after all.” 
 
    As they left the room she turned for one last look. The shadow had already crept over half the mosaic. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr came out of unconsciousness with a start. 
 
    At first he thought he was in pitch blackness, but then he saw that his torch was still giving out light, still fanning its beam on the wall above the cot. 
 
    The beam was much fainter than before, and he wondered how long he had been out...how close it now was to sunset in the world outside. 
 
    He felt drowsy, as if he hadn’t had enough sleep, and his arms and legs were heavy, as if each were weighed down at ankle and wrist. 
 
    He used his fingertips to feel the back of his head, wincing as his fingers met and prodded at a bump the size of a goose egg. 
 
    His fingers came away dry...it looked like he hadn’t broken the skin, but he would have a roaring headache for a while yet. He pushed himself to his feet, grateful that his legs seemed to be working, and moved towards the flashlight. 
 
    His foot hit something heavy that gave way, like a piece of rotten fruit. He suddenly remembered the child, and the garlic powder. He kept his eyes fixed on the flashlight. He’d seen the effects of the garlic powder before...he didn’t think his stomach would cope with seeing the result it had on a child...even one that had become a bloodsucker. 
 
    His crossbow was still sitting in place beside the torch. He checked that it was cocked and ready before lifting both it and the torch from the bed. 
 
    The torch’s beam was flickering wildly and Jim realized that the batteries were almost gone. 
 
    He decided that discretion was the better part of valor and made for the door. 
 
    He only got two steps when the torch flickered; one last flare that lit up the doorway ahead of him then died, leaving him alone in the darkness. 
 
    He didn’t panic...not then. He kept walking forward, trying to visualize the structure of the room as he’d seen it by torchlight earlier. The door couldn’t be more than four paces away. 
 
    After three paces he held his hand out in front of him and used the torch as a blind man would use a cane, searching for anything in his path. 
 
    The torch scraped noisily against a wall. Jim moved forward, slowly. He felt all around the area. He’d missed the doorway by only six inches to the left. He turned so that his back was to the wall and edged sideways out of the room, keeping his spine pressed against the stone and the crossbow cocked and loaded pointing back into the room. 
 
    He moved slowly, trying not to make any sound, edging his way inch by inch along the corridor, all his senses alert for any noise from the room he had left. 
 
    His biggest problem would be finding the ladder in the darkness. It came down almost in the middle of a large room. 
 
    If there was no light from above...if it was indeed dusk, then he could wander around the room for a long time before stumbling on it. 
 
    And he might not have a long time...he might not have any time at all. 
 
    Even as he had the thought a noise stopped him in his tracks, a rustling followed by the scrape of metal on stone, as if someone had just got off one of the cots and in doing so had moved it slightly as their weight shifted. 
 
      
 
    Tony and Margaret stood above the trapdoor in the kitchen, staring down into the blackness. 
 
    Margaret had the bicycle lamp in her hand and she shone it downwards, but all it lit was the first three steps of the ladder. 
 
    “Down there?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “Yes. That’s where we went.” 
 
    Tony could feel the shackles in his mind loosening, and he knew that if he went down to the cellar again then he’d have to face it. Not just the present but the past as well. 
 
    They were casting long shadows across the linoleum on the kitchen floor. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” he said, and Margaret nodded. 
 
    “I figure we’ve got about an hour before sunset,” she said. “That’s long enough. We’ve put it off and put it off, but now it’s time. Let’s go.” 
 
    Without looking at him she stepped down into the hole. Tony waited until her head was below floor level then stepped onto the ladder. 
 
      
 
    Donald Allan’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    It wasn’t time yet, but it was coming. Already the drone of the sun was lessening in his head. 
 
    He smiled to himself there in the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr held his breath, but the sound was not repeated. The only thing he could hear was the sound of his own blood pounding in his ears. He stood still for five heartbeats, hoping that his eyes might get accustomed to the darkness, but there was no improvement. 
 
    He let out his breath slowly, breathing through his mouth, and began to grope along the wall. 
 
    If he could get to the end of the corridor then he might be able to somehow lock the iron door...keep the bloodsuckers in until he felt better prepared to deal with them. 
 
    He tried to hold on to that thought as he inched further away from the bunker, trying to keep his feet on the ground, shuffling rather than walking to avoid knocking against anything that might move and make a sound that would give him away. 
 
    There was still a buzzing in his head, a lightness of feeling that he might have associated with an oncoming flu if he didn’t know better. He realized that he had been seriously weakened...just how much it remained to be seen. He’d dropped his guard, and they’d got him straight away. He shuddered when he realized how close he had been to giving in completely. 
 
    The vision had been seductive. 
 
    And the worst thing is, I produced it all myself. 
 
    The desire, represented by the vision hadn’t been placed in his mind by an outside agent...it was all his own work. And if he allowed himself to dwell on it, he would be dead in seconds. He forced his mind back to the present, back to the place where he inched along in blackness. 
 
    The wall was smooth behind him. Plaster, he remembered from the brief glimpse he’d had on the way in. He tried to remember how far it had been. Surely it was no more than ten yards. A couple of minutes. That should do it. 
 
    He still clutched tight to the crossbow, so tight that his fingers had begun to ache. He forced himself to relax, counting the muscle groups down out of their tension before making another move. He put the torch deep into a pocket in his overcoat...it was useless now anyway...and replaced it in his hand with a packet of garlic. 
 
    The picture came into his mind without him thinking about it, and with it came memory. 
 
    He’d only taken one down with the garlic once before. That was in London, in a cellar under a cinema in the West End. He’d almost been killed that time. The bloodsucker had come at him unexpectedly. In those days he’d used the hammer and the stake...both hands full. It had landed on his back and knocked him to the ground, pinning both the weapons under the weight of his own body. 
 
    Luckily he had managed to get one hand free. And while the bloodsucker tore and gouged at the high leather collar of his jacket, he twisted and squirmed, trying to retrieve a packet of garlic powder from his shirt pocket. 
 
    He managed it just in time. The back of his jacket was already in shreds as he opened the packet with his teeth and, throwing his weight to one side managed to turn and thrust the open packet into the bloodsuckers face. 
 
    The reaction had been instantaneous. 
 
    The weight lifted from him and a loud choking scream filled the air, followed by silence. By the time he got to his feet the vampire was lying on the ground, its face no more than a black, smoking ruin, like a roast left forgotten in a hot oven. Its eyes had gone completely, now no more than two deep pits, wisps of gray mist rising from deep in the skull. There was a hissing, bubbling sound and Jim realized that the garlic was still in there, still eating away at the soft parts inside. He had almost gagged but he forced himself to move closer, to make sure the thing wasn’t going to get up again. 
 
    It had been finished already, but he had pounded the stake in anyway. For all he knew it was still there, lying under several thousand cinema attendees, seekers of fantasy unaware of the real horror beneath them. 
 
    And since then he had used the crossbow, to keep the other hand free. And he always carried garlic everywhere with him, even when he’d been in prison. He almost smiled as he remembered the nickname he’d been given. Not very original, but appropriate...‘Onion breath’. 
 
    His mind was wandering. He brought it back to the present with a shake of his head. He wouldn’t think of the damage the garlic had done to the vampire child. It had been a bloodsucker...it deserved everything it got. 
 
    Somewhere deep in his mind he knew that such a young child couldn’t be held responsible . 
 
    But was my son responsible? Had he even been given a chance? 
 
    He talked to himself, muttering all alone in the dark. It was something he’d found himself doing many times during the long prison nights and he had long since ceased to notice it. 
 
    The memory, his only one, of the child burning in the sunlight almost brought back the tears, but he forced them down. He searched for the place where the lust for revenge still burned, as hot as ever, and let it come, chilling him and driving out all other emotion. 
 
    He felt control come back, the state of firm determination that he’d spent years cultivating in the dark days and nights after Jura. And with the control came strength, of body and resolve. 
 
    He’d get out of here, and he’d be back, stronger and better prepared. He’d been too confident, had underestimated his opponents. There would be no more mistakes from now on. 
 
    His movements became more purposeful. He made his way down the corridor, using only the back of his left hand to judge the distance to the wall. 
 
    Within ten seconds he had reached the iron door once more. 
 
      
 
    Margaret was waiting for Tony in the first cellar. There was still enough light coming from above for him to see that her face had gone an ashen gray, and that the white of her bandage had become tainted with the deep red of new blood. 
 
    She dropped the sports bag to the ground. It hit with a muffled thud and threw up dust to dance in the air around them. 
 
    “I’ll need to rest a bit,” she said. “I’m just about done in.” 
 
    Tony said nothing, but looked upwards. Was the light getting dimmer? Surely it was just his imagination. 
 
    The teacher didn’t seem to notice, she had sat down, cross-legged, on the dusty floor, her head bent forward to her chest. Tony could see by the rise and fall of her shoulders that she was breathing in quick, hot bursts, as if she’d just ran a mile. 
 
    “Margaret?” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She raised her head and Tony stepped back. For a split second her eyes had seemed to be no more than two black pits in a skull, her mouth no more than a thin slit, but then she smiled, a weak thing but enough to dispel the illusion. 
 
    “I’m getting too old for this shit,” she said. She waved her good hand at Tony. “Just give me a minute. I’ll be back to normal soon.” 
 
    Normal was a word that was fast disappearing from Tony’s vocabulary, but he didn’t say anything. Margaret looked like a woman near the end of her tether...the way his mother looked sometimes on a Sunday morning. He sat on the floor beside the teacher, as close to her as he dared. 
 
    In the films, the hero would put his arm around the woman at this point, and she would cry into his shoulder. 
 
    But this wasn’t a film, and Tony didn’t feel like a hero, and if anyone was going to cry, it was more than likely to be him. 
 
    Now that he was actually here he felt less frightened than he had imagined, but a lot of that was due to Margaret’s presence. If she collapsed and fainted...as looked distinctly possible...he would be left alone again. 
 
    Without saying anything to Margaret he opened the sports bag and drew out the garlic bulbs. 
 
    It took him a few seconds to figure out how they were attached to the string and at least a minute after that before he got the arrangement disentangled. He stretched the string out on the ground in front of him. It looked like he had enough to make two necklaces. 
 
    The next five minutes were spent reattaching the bulbs to separate pieces of string. The string was only just long enough to tie off at the back of his neck, and the large bulbs stopped him from looking down towards his feet, but the feel of them there gave him a strange comfort. 
 
    “Hey, Margaret,” he said turning to the teacher. “I’ve done it.” 
 
    The teacher was still sitting cross-legged beside him, but she didn’t answer. He touched her on the arm, and her body started to fall away from him, just before she sat up straight with a start. 
 
    “You were asleep,” Tony said incredulously. 
 
    “No I wasn’t. But it was close.” 
 
    He held out the other necklace. 
 
    “I made these. They’re a bit tight, but I think it’ll fit you.” 
 
    He stood and went round behind the teacher. He looped the bulbs over her head and tied the thin twine in as strong a knot as he could. 
 
    “How long was I….dozing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. About five minutes? It’s getting dark.” 
 
    The teacher looked up at the circle of dim light above them. 
 
    “Just a cloud,” she said. “We’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    Tony wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t have a chance to reply. Margaret stood, groaning, hefted the bag so that it lay across her back and stepped on to the ladder. 
 
    “How far down do we go?” she asked. 
 
    “Right to the bottom,” Tony said. “And we’ll need the light.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve got the energy left to take this bag off,” she said. “Can you reach it from there?” 
 
    Tony unzipped the bag and took out the lamp. He zipped the bag up and tapped the teacher on the shoulder. 
 
    “Okay. I’ve got it.” 
 
    At first he didn’t know how he would carry it...it was too bulky to fit in his pocket, and he needed both hands for the ladder. But when he turned the lamp over he saw that it had some sort of buckle on the back, and with a bit of wriggling he could fix it onto his belt. 
 
    Margaret had already gone on down the ladder. 
 
    “Hey, Hurry up,” he heard her say in a loud whisper. “It’s dark down here.” 
 
    He stepped onto the ladder and tried to look down between his arms, but there was only darkness. He took one hand off the ladder and switched on the light, but it was pointing straight out from his waist and only lit the steps of the ladder. 
 
    It helped Margaret though. 
 
    “That’s better. At least now I know where you are.” 
 
    Her voice sounded further away now, and Tony tried to move faster...he had no desire to be separated from her, not here in the dark. 
 
    He kept going down, and the silence got deeper around him. There was only the muffled rustle from beneath him as Margaret descended. 
 
    He tried to concentrate on putting one foot down at a time, but his arms had started to tremble and his legs felt like jelly. He tried to think about something else, something good and bright that he could look forward to when this was over, but he couldn’t think of anything at all. 
 
    It was only when the lamp lit up the floor of the next level down that he realized that he could no longer hear the noises of Margaret descending. 
 
    “Margaret?” He called, little more than a whisper, afraid to raise his voice, too terrified even to move. 
 
    Down below him, where it was pitch dark, there was a sharp intake of breath and a dull thud, then only the quiet again. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr stood beside the iron door and listened. 
 
    Just a second ago he had heard something, like the shuffle of feet on stone, but it hadn’t been from the bunker...it had come from the cellars above him. 
 
    He pushed the door shut, trying to stop it creaking. It closed into place with a small click, and he couldn’t open it from the outside. He was smart enough to know that the same didn’t apply to the inside. 
 
    Now that he was out of the corridor, away from the bunker, he felt slightly safer. But he still needed to find the ladder, and he still needed to get out before nightfall. 
 
    He stood with his back to the door and tried to force his eyes to pierce the darkness. There was still no sign of the ladder. 
 
    He had steeled himself to walk across the room when he heard another sound. It was above and to his left, and to Jim it sounded like the creak as pressure was applied to the steps of the ladder. He moved towards the noise, taking care not to make any sound that might alert the newcomer to his presence. 
 
    The sounds were getting louder, and when Jim looked up he realized that he could see the dim figure of someone framed in the light that was coming in from the entrance in the roof. 
 
    The figure was coming down the ladder, quietly, almost stealthily, as if taking care not to make any undue noise. All he could hear was the soft scrape of shoes on metal. 
 
    Jim waited until it was three feet from the floor then moved forward. He grabbed at its left leg, pulling the body away from the ladder and twisting the leg at the ankle so that his victim had no option but to let go of the ladder and fall to the ground. 
 
    He dropped on the body and had the crossbow over its chest, ready to fire before his other hand met the garlic bulbs at the neck. 
 
    Even then he nearly fired, but he could feel the heat of the body through his hand. It wasn’t a bloodsucker. He moved his hand away from the neck and met long strands of hair. It seemed he had just come close to killing a woman. 
 
    A bright light appeared above him and a voice, a child’s voice, called down. 
 
    “Margaret. Are you all right?” 
 
    He could hear the fear in the voice. Slowly he took the crossbow away from its position over his victim’s heart, taking care to point it away into the darkness. He looked up and saw another figure above him. 
 
    “She’s all right,” he said. “Probably just winded. Why don’t you bring that light down here?” 
 
    “Margaret?” the voice said again, and Jim realized that the boy was close to tears. He hoped the boy didn’t have a weapon...he was likely to use it as not if the tension in his voice was any guide. He stepped backward, further into the shadows, showing less of a target. 
 
    “I’m all right,” a voice said at his feet. “I think we’ve found your vampire killer.” 
 
    Jim felt a shock, as if he had actually been hit. Someone knew about him...at least he hoped it was him. He didn’t need any amateur competition. 
 
    He helped the woman to her feet and there they waited as the boy climbed down to them. The boy reached the bottom and immediately went to stand beside the woman. 
 
    Jim couldn’t really see them...they were just two dim outlines behind the lamp in the boy’s hand, but he knew when he was being scrutinized. 
 
    “I saw you,” the boy said. “I saw you kill the old man in the churchyard.” 
 
    Jim hadn’t seen anyone else in the graveyard; but then again, he’d been busy at the time. He realized how he must seem to them...a figure in black, complete with long coat and crossbow, unshaven and wide eyed. To them he must look like the perfect facsimile of a psychopath. 
 
    “If you were in the graveyard, then you saw the other thing...the bloodsucker,” he said. 
 
    The boy didn’t speak, but he thought he saw the small head nod. He would have to be careful here. He didn’t want to be thrown back into prison. Not yet, not until the job was finished. 
 
    “The bloodsucker got the old man, and if I hadn’t pinned him, then he would have come back...one of them.” 
 
    “The same way you nearly pinned me?” the woman said. “What stopped you?” 
 
    “I nearly didn’t stop. You’re just lucky. That’s all. Down here I’m inclined to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “And what makes you the judge, jury and executioner?” 
 
    He ignored that. It was a question he had asked himself many times and he’d never got a satisfactory answer. 
 
    “Listen. You obviously know what you’re dealing with...you wouldn’t have bothered with the garlic otherwise. So why don’t we stop pissing about and get out of here.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving,” the woman said. “We’re here to kill it.” 
 
    Jim would have laughed if he hadn’t heard the determination in the voice. Something had happened to these two...something that had given them a bit of what was inside him. 
 
    “There’s more than one of them,” he said softly. “I counted at least six in the room through there, and I haven’t found out where the big guy is yet. Besides...it must be close to nightfall. You don’t want to mess with them after dark, not if you’re not ready.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” the boy said. “We’re got the hammer and the stakes. And they won’t touch us while we’re wearing the garlic.” 
 
    This time Jim did laugh. The boy sounded so confident, so sure of himself. But Jim was on close terms with fear and tension, and he’d heard it in the boy’s voice. 
 
    “I’m not going to argue with you,” he said. “I’m leaving, whether you come with me or not.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t leave us to face it alone,” the woman said, and there was a pleading in her voice. Both she and the boy were afraid, but they were obviously determined. They were also amateurs, and that meant they stood little chance against the recently changed bloodsuckers. 
 
    They wouldn’t last ten seconds against the big guy. 
 
    “Just watch me,” he replied, but he didn’t make a move for the ladder. 
 
    All of his experience was telling him that it was time to leave, and he had a tingling at the nape of his neck, a premonition of trouble ahead. 
 
    But he couldn’t leave them here. Not a woman and child. 
 
    Especially not a woman and a child. 
 
    The woman seemed to sense the hesitation in him. 
 
    “You know about these things. You can help us,” she said. “You’ve killed them before...why are you so unwilling to do it now?” 
 
    But Jim didn’t have to make a decision...it was made for him. 
 
    A loud bang shook the room. The lamp jerked in the boy’s hand, pointing towards the sound. 
 
    Jim swung round, following the light, just in time to see three figures emerge at a run from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Brian’s eyes opened slowly as if gummed together by sleep. He reached out to his side, half expecting to find a pillow, and his alarm clock beyond that, but met only the old cracked porcelain of the bath. 
 
    He tried to sit up but his limbs seemed to have seized up. Seemingly being a vampire didn’t exclude getting a stiff neck. It took a bit of effort to get his arms onto the rim of the bath, and a larger one to push himself upright. 
 
    Donald Allan was already awake and was sitting cross-legged on the floor, staring into space, focused on a point above Brian’s head. 
 
    “He’s awake already,” the vampire said. 
 
    Brian didn’t ask how he knew. He supposed it had something to do with the way he himself knew that it was after sunset, even though he was in a closed room with no windows. 
 
    “Does it feel like this all the time?” he asked. 
 
    The vampire smiled, and for the first time Brian noticed the fangs which just touched his lower lip. 
 
    “Only if you insist on sleeping in the bath.” 
 
    The vampire stood in one fluid, cat-like movement. Brian didn’t even notice him bending his legs...it was more like he levitated upwards then let his legs fall beneath him. 
 
    “There’s not much time. I’m going back to the house. Are you coming with me?” 
 
    “You mean I have a choice?” Brian asked. 
 
    “You always have a choice,” the vampire said, and again Brian felt that it was more of a quote than a statement. He felt like curling up in a ball and hiding from the world in the hope that the last twenty-four hours would just go away and be replaced by something normal. 
 
    He was being asked to return to the place where the nightmare started. To go back and face the thing that had made him this way. On the other hand, he knew nothing about what he had become, and the vampire in front of him seemed to be the only way to learn. Besides, he felt fit and healthy...ready for action. 
 
    “Do I have time to change?” he asked. His clothes had rumpled and creased. The black velvet jacket would never be the same again. 
 
    Donald Allan looked him up and down, and gave him the smile again. 
 
    “I think you had better,” he said. “I’ve got my reputation to think of. Wear something black...it’s what you might call traditional.” 
 
    Brian opened the bathroom door, half expecting his skin to start smoking again. He could see all the bare, worn patches on the carpet in the hall and the nicotine stains on the wallpaper flowed in a dim, sickly green. While he was on the way to his bedroom he realized that he had just gone through the hours of daylight without a cigarette. That hadn’t happened for years...not even when he’d been laid up with flu. Even stranger, he had no desire for nicotine, and his hands were steady. 
 
    One hell of a way to kick the habit, he thought wryly. 
 
    He tried not to dress in black, but somehow every other color seemed to jar. He finally stumped for a pair of old black denims, a black T-shirt and black Cuban heeled cowboy boots, that he hadn’t worn since he was a student. Their heels were worn down by more than half an inch, but they were comfortable and, absurdly, made him feel nearly ten years younger. He had to put a belt on the trousers...he seemed to have lost more than two inches from his waist, and as he was tightening the belt he noticed that the T-shirt was tight around the chest. Not uncomfortably so, but noticeable considering that he’d purposefully bought it baggy. 
 
    When he looked in the mirror he realized that what he needed, what would really set the whole thing off, was a black leather jacket. Luckily he didn’t own one, otherwise the two of them together would more than likely be taken for a pair of gays cruising...not a good idea in this town. 
 
    He laughed. He had a feeling that he was more than a match for any number of people in the neighborhood, no matter how violent they became. He felt strong, calm and ready for anything. 
 
    By rights he should be a gibbering wreck, fit only to be locked in a padded room somewhere quiet. 
 
    He turned in a circle in front of the mirror, admiring his new body, and found the vampire staring at him. 
 
    “You’ll do,” Donald Allan said. “Time to go.” 
 
    He looked straight into Brian’s eyes. “This is your chance to back down,” he said. “Things are going to get a bit strange from now on.” 
 
    “You mean even more strange than it has been already?” Brian asked. His smile stopped on its way to his lips when he saw the grave expression on the vampire’s face. 
 
    “I’d better come with you. After all, who would I turn to for fashion tips?” Brian asked. 
 
    This time he was answered by a laugh. 
 
    “I think you’ll be all right,” the vampire said. “You’ve got a sense of humor – which is more or less essential, if you’re to stay sane. The serious ones always give in to despair a lot quicker.” 
 
    Brian fell in behind him as they headed out of the house and down to the car. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he asked. 
 
    “You mean you weren’t listening?” Donald Allan replied. “We’ve got to put him back to sleep...before he turns the whole town...if he hasn’t managed it already.” He waved his arm at the rows of houses. 
 
    “Notice anything strange?” he said. 
 
    Brian looked along the street. The trees, shrubs and grass still sang at him, and they still glowed, but he didn’t think that was what the vampire meant. Then he got it. 
 
    Although the sun had only been down for half an hour the streets were empty. No one was coming home from work, no one was going out for the evening, in fact, there were no lights in any of the houses. 
 
    “You mean they’re all like me?” Brian said. 
 
    Donald Allan signed and rolled his eyes theatrically. 
 
    “You certainly weren’t listening. You were different. He had you marked down as a disciple. The others are only followers...little intelligence and no control over the hunger. Look.” 
 
    He couldn’t see what the vampire was pointing at, but there was a strange tingling just behind his eyes. Then he saw it, at the far end of the street. 
 
    It slunk, crouched over, reminding Brian of a hyena stalking a wildebeest. Its head was close to the ground, and even at that distance Brian could hear strange snuffling noises. It looked more like an animal than a man, but he recognized old Mr. Gallacher from number 56. 
 
    “He’s on the hunt,” Donald Allan said. “He won’t come near us. He might not be so smart, but he knows instinctively that we are the stronger. But if you see a pack of them, run.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your magic work against them?” Brian asked, remembering the fireworks from the night before. 
 
    “My ‘magic’, as you call it, works against almost anything. But using it drains you...the power has to come from somewhere you know...and I’m going to have to be at full strength to cope with Shoa. Now are we going to stand here admiring the view all night?” 
 
    Brian walked round to the side of the car door, waiting for the vampire to unlock it. 
 
    “No. Not that way,” Donald Allan said, and his smile was back full force. “Let me show you the only way to travel.” 
 
      
 
    Jim’s crossbow bolt took the leading vampire in the neck and passed straight through...he’d rushed the shot and the light was bad. It didn’t slow it down any, and he didn’t have time to reload. Two of them were on him before he could even reach for the holster. 
 
    He dropped the crossbow at his feet to free up his hands and was just in time to catch the first one...a boy in his late teens, by the forearm. In the same movement he turned and twisted, feeling the bloodsucker turn with him, using its weight to push it off balance and into the second that was already reaching for him. 
 
    There was a scream behind him, whether from the boy or the woman he wasn’t sure, and the light from the lamp suddenly beamed erratically around the room. He didn’t have time to turn...the second vampire...a heavy set woman in her fifties...all twin set and pearls...moved towards him at a speed more befitting a rugby player. 
 
    He turned, side on to his attacker, and shot out his hand, the heel of the palm catching her just on the point of the nose and pushing upwards in one sharp movement. He felt the cartilage snap and saw the bloodsucker’s eyes flare as it fell back away from him. 
 
    But that only allowed the younger one space to come forward and grab his outstretched hand. 
 
    There was a sudden flaring pain at his wrist as the fangs went in. And it wasn’t just the fangs...it felt like his lower arm was being chewed by every one of the vampire’s teeth. 
 
    He pulled his hand back, almost crying out at the new pain it brought, dragging the vampire’s head forward. He punched at the head with his free hand, putting his weight into it, but the creature kept chewing...and sucking. 
 
    He reached for the holster, at the same time pulling the creature around so that it was between him and the female who was getting up off the floor. 
 
    She would never be a beauty again, that was for sure. His blow had flattened her nose across her face; loose flaps of skin hanging from exposed, ivory bone. But she smiled as she stood and came for him. 
 
    The youth’s fangs finally hit a vein, and Jim felt hot wetness spurt over his forearm and wrist. He didn’t have much time left. He managed to free two bolts from the holster, holding them clenched in his fist with only two inches of the point protruding. He brought them down, hard, at the nape of the youth’s neck. 
 
    It stiffened, and its mouth opened in a soundless scream, enough for Jim to free his hand and grab at its head. He locked one arm tight around its neck and pulled it off balance, using the momentum given by its falling weight to twist and tug, hard. The crack as its spine broke echoed loudly in the room. 
 
    He let the body fall to the floor and moved quickly to one side. It wasn’t dead, but it was out of commission as long as he didn’t get in reach of its fangs. 
 
    The woman had her hands outstretched, her curved, painted fingernails less than six inches from him. He kicked out, hitting her kneecap, forcing his foot through the joint. She fell, forwards, and he wasn’t fast enough to get out the way. Her head hit the top of his thigh and she bit down hard. 
 
    The material of his trousers didn’t protect him...her fangs went through it and deep in the flesh of his inner thigh. 
 
    Suddenly the room seemed even darker. He was vaguely aware of a struggle behind him, and he knew that more creatures could be coming out of the door at any moment, but the woman had clamped herself firmly on his leg and he was getting weak fast. 
 
    He tried to reach for the garlic packets in his pocket, but his legs gave way beneath him. One of the bones in his left leg...the one the woman was still gripping, seemed to slide out from above his knee and cracked, punching out through the skin with a sudden flare of pain. 
 
    Jim was unconscious before he hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    When the door banged open Tony swung the lamp towards the sound, more from instinct than from any desire to see what had happened. He barely had time to register the first two who came through...they were out and onto the man before Tony could call out. 
 
    It was the third figure that caused him to stiffen, his mouth open in a shout that never came. 
 
    The hulking figure of his father peered out of the doorway, looking almost unsure as to what to do next. His bare chest gleamed sweatily in the lamplight, and his feet were caked black with dirt. 
 
    He wore pajama trousers that were torn and shredded as high up as the knee, and Tony tried not to look too hard at the slug like thing that was hanging from the open fly...the thing that swelled and grew as the vampire spotted Margaret Brodie. 
 
    It came across the floor fast, skipping past the other two and heading straight for the teacher. 
 
    Tony stepped into its path. He hadn’t even thought about what he would do next, it just seemed like the natural thing to have done. He held up a hand, as if to plead, but his father didn’t even stop. 
 
    He came through Tony as if he wasn’t there, brushing him aside with sheer weight, knocking him sprawling to the ground. 
 
    Tony fell away to the left and screamed as his hand was caught under his body, but he forced himself upright fast. 
 
    He had underestimated the teacher. She must have reacted as soon as the door slammed. The sports bag was lying open at her feet and she held the croquet mallet in both hands. 
 
    Even as Tony was still turning round she swung it over her right shoulder and brought it round like a broadsword, catching the vampire flush on the side of the head. 
 
    There was a soft thump, like a steak being tenderized, but the vampire didn’t fall. There was only a momentary stagger, a sudden lurch to one side, familiar enough to Tony who had seen his father complete a similar dance most Friday nights. 
 
    Tony had the lamp shining full into the man’s eyes, so he couldn’t miss the smile that spread across his face as he came forward. The vampire had his hands clenched tight into fists, so tight that Tony knew they would feel like rocks when they made contact with your body. 
 
    Margaret stepped back, raising the mallet again, but the vampire stepped inside her swing, the handle of the mallet striking uselessly against the creature’s shoulder. It swung out one meaty fist in a roundhouse blow that seemed to lift Margaret off her feet like a rag doll. The vampire’s pajama trousers fell to the ground and it stepped out of them, completely naked, as it loomed over the unconscious teacher. 
 
    Tony staggered across the floor, aware of a grating and tearing somewhere inside his rib cage, as if bone was sliding against bone where he had been hit. 
 
    The vampire was tearing at the teacher’s trousers as Tony reached the sports bag, and he had succeeded in pulling them down over her knees as Tony’s hand grasped the cool wood of the stakes. Tony tried not to look too closely as his father’s hands pawed at Margaret’s underwear. 
 
    When his father lay full length on top of the teacher, the fangs reaching for her neck, he screamed, running forward, the stake raised high over his head. 
 
    He brought it down hard, the first three inches disappearing into the flesh of his father’s back. 
 
    But there was no blood, no sudden wail of despair. The wood was jerked out of his hands as his father turned, the stake still protruding from his back. 
 
    “Fuggin Ba’tard,” the vampire said and rose to its feet like a great bear coming out of sleep. 
 
    There was a deep hatred in its eyes. That, and a hunger. The fangs slid down and out of the gums, its mouth filling with blood. It smiled and a deep red trickle ran from the corner of its mouth, only to be lapped up by a gray, somehow slimy, tongue. 
 
    “Dad,” Tony said. “It’s me. Tony.” 
 
    There was no recognition in the vampire’s eyes. 
 
    Tony backed away, the vampire stalking him like a cat after a small bird. Tony couldn’t take his eyes from its face, afraid to break the stare that seemed to hold them apart. 
 
    It was only then that he remembered the garlic around his neck. He lifted a hand and crushed one of the bulbs between his fingers. Immediately the vampire’s eyes began to water and there was a deep groan, as if a sudden cramp had hit it in the stomach. 
 
    “Dad?” Tony said again, this time there was a tremor in his voice. 
 
    The vampire’s stare seemed to soften, and its fangs partly receded. 
 
    “Tony?” it said. “Son?” 
 
    Then it screamed, a high wail that drove everything else from the boy’s mind. There was a dull thud, and two inches of bloody wood burst from the vampire’s chest sending a fine spray of warm redness over Tony’s face. 
 
    The vampire fell away to one side, its eyes staring sightlessly at the roof, to reveal Margaret standing behind it; the mallet raised high above her head. 
 
    “Got you, you bastard,” she said, then swayed. At first Tony thought she would fall, but she only dropped the mallet to her side, letting it swing as if it was a golf club. 
 
    There was a sudden silence in the room, only the heavy panting of Margaret’s breathing. 
 
    Then he heard it, the soft sucking, like a baby feeding. 
 
    He stepped over the vampire’s body. He didn’t look down...his father wasn’t there anymore, had not been there for a long time. He swung the lamp towards the sound and gasped. 
 
    The man, the vampire killer, was lying on the floor, his eyes closed. An old woman, a vampire, was bent over his groin, and at first Tony thought they were doing the thing he’d seen in the books Billy had showed him. But then he heard the sucking again. 
 
    His next actions came as if they were instinct. He walked over to Margaret and took the mallet from her. She stared at him but she didn’t blink, and Tony thought he saw a tear glisten in the corner of her eye. He went to the sports bag and lifted out a second stake. 
 
    He felt nothing as he strode over to the vampire and placed the stake against her back. He had to hold the mallet half way up the handle, but he felt strong as he brought it over and down. 
 
    The vampire stiffened, but there was no scream and only a small trickle of blood stained her dress where the stake went in. 
 
    He saw why as she fell away from the man. The stake stood out proud from just under her left breast, and blood pumped from around it like water from a tap, a fountain of red that jetted more than three feet from the body. 
 
    The vampire sighed, an exhalation that went on and on, as if it was a balloon that was slowly deflating. But finally it was still and the blood stopped flowing. 
 
    The room was deathly quiet as Tony swung the torch around once more. 
 
    Margaret was still standing in the same place, unmoving. The vampire killer lay at Tony’s feet, and he didn’t seem to be moving. Tony knelt down beside the man and shone the lamp full in his face, but there wasn’t even a flinch. The man’s skin looked gray and waxy and he seemed to be still, as still as the two vampires. 
 
    Tony stood up, wincing at the grating pain in his chest. He looked up, hoping to see some light above him, but there was only blackness. 
 
    “Margaret?” he said. “I think we should go.” 
 
    He swung his torch, trying to find the teacher. 
 
    Instead his light shone on something white, something massive, with blood red eyes that caught him in their stare. 
 
    The mallet fell from Tony’s hands, but he didn’t notice. 
 
      
 
    Donald Allan took Brian’s hand and started to walk. Brian took a step and blinked. 
 
    And when his eyes opened he was at the end of the street. When he looked back his house was thirty yards behind him. 
 
    Donald Allan winked. 
 
    “Quite a trick, eh?” he said. “It takes a bit of learning, so stick with me for now.” 
 
    They took another step, and the town seemed to pass by in a blur, houses and streets streaming on either side like a river under a bridge. Brian suddenly felt nauseous and had to hold down an acidic surge in his throat. 
 
    Donald Allan stopped and looked at him, concerned. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, and this time Brian did laugh, loudly. 
 
    “There’s only so many impossible things a man can take in one day. I think I’ve just exceeded my limit. I....” 
 
    He stopped, the words suddenly frozen in his throat. 
 
    They were on the hill above the town, at least two miles from his house. Two miles in as many seconds. But that wasn’t what had stopped him. 
 
    The whole of the top half of the town seemed to be in flames, complete streets of houses sending sheets of flame into the air. In the distance the pop pop of automatic gunfire carried on the night air. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Brian said, unable to take his eyes from the scene. 
 
    “It looks like they’ve called in the army,” Donald Allan said. “Probably the SAS...they’ve got the experience.” 
 
    The implications took several seconds to sink in. 
 
    “You mean that the army knows about...about vampires?” 
 
    “Oh yes. It’s one of those conspiracy theory things that are actually true...they’ve known for centuries...they’ve just never told the general public about it.” 
 
    “What did you mean...they’ve got the experience?” 
 
    Donald Allan laughed, but it was a cold thing. 
 
    “There have been quite a few ‘outbreaks’ in the past. The army usually deals with it, then covers it up with talk of some natural disaster or other.” 
 
    Donald Allan mentioned two names, one a plane crash, one a chemical explosion. They had made huge headlines at the time, but there had been no mention of vampires. 
 
    “You’ve got to remember,” the vampire said, “We have been around as long, if not longer, than the sons of Adam. It would be very strange indeed if no one knew of our existence.” 
 
    Brian watched the town burn, aware that the flames were spreading east, towards his house. 
 
    Strangely he wasn’t concerned. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder and Donald Allan spoke. 
 
    “All their work will be for nothing if we don’t get to the Hansen House. Shoa will not be stopped so easily.” 
 
    Brian took the vampire’s hand again and had time for just one look back at the town before they took the last step. 
 
      
 
    Margaret was locked away somewhere deep inside herself. 
 
    There was a dead man on the ground at her feet...she knew that much. Somewhere in her brain a tape was running, an endless loop playing the same noise over and over, the sharp thud of wood on wood. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t associate the noise with any action she had taken. 
 
    But everything faded like the remnant of a dream as soon as the white vampire entered the room and caught her in his stare. 
 
    The room faded around her, like falling into a deep sleep when exhausted. 
 
      
 
    She woke. 
 
    She had fallen asleep in front of the fire. It must have been the food. Brian had cooked a curry...all the trimmings. It had taken nearly an hour to eat it all. She rubbed her eyes and Brian smiled at her over the top of his wine glass. 
 
    The wrinkles around his eyes were getting deeper now, and his beard was totally gray, but he still looked like a little lost boy. 
 
    “Do you remember the first night you had a curry...our first night out?” he asked and the sparkle in his eyes told her that she was going to have her leg pulled. Again. 
 
    “You bought that story about the old house hook line and sinker. And the expression on your face when I jumped out of the bushes at you, what did you think I was? The bogey man?” 
 
    Margaret felt a tingling at the base of her spine. There was something about that night at the house that she had to remember. Something about Brian. 
 
    But it was all so long ago, and the heat from the fire seemed to numb her senses. She held out her empty glass and Brian poured the liquid into her glass, filling it almost to the brim. 
 
    “Why Mr. Baillie,” she said, “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were trying to get me drunk.” 
 
    “Why Mrs. Baillie,” Brian said, an exaggerated Southern drawl. “I do believe I might.” 
 
    He clicked his glass against hers and downed most of his wine in one gulp. He stretched his arms wide and let out a spectacularly false yawn. 
 
    “My God. Is that the time,” he said. “Better be getting off to bed...busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    He wasn’t joking about that. Since becoming principal teacher of Biology he was knee deep in paperwork. 
 
    And she wasn’t much better...her senior netball team were into the play off for the British finals...each day was taken up trying to keep them to their training schedule...and she couldn’t ask them to do something she wouldn’t do herself. 
 
    But then again, Brian didn’t seem to have sleep on his mind. 
 
    “Do you want to fool around a bit?” he asked, and she had to laugh. He got her every time. 
 
    She remembered that she had wondered about him back then, on their first date, whether he wasn’t just too much of a loner. God, she’d nearly made a huge mistake. He was kind, witty and made her laugh at least twice a day. She hoped he would keep doing it for years to come. 
 
    She sipped at her wine, playing out the moment. The fire crackled and spat at her. 
 
    “Could you go and lock up?” She said. “I’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    She watched him as he struggled to his feet and had a sudden vision of them growing old together. “Till death us do part,” she had said, and she had meant it. She smiled as she remembered walking down the aisle. The first thing she had seen was Tom Duncan, trying to look smart in his kilt and waistcoat but only succeeding in looking like he’d been dressed by a four-year-old. 
 
    A sudden chill ran up her spine despite the heat from the fire. There was something about Tom Duncan, something about him dancing too close, far too close. She had a feeling that she should remember, that it was important. 
 
    There was a noise from across the room. Brian was on his hands and knees, completely naked, making puppy dog noises. She laughed, and all thought of Tom Duncan was forgotten as Brian nuzzled at her knees. 
 
    “Take off your necklace,” he said. “You know I keep getting my beard caught in it.” 
 
    Margaret smiled as she remembered their first anniversary; the day Brian bought the necklace. They’d gone away for a weekend. The weather was beautiful, the scenery majestic, but they had spent all their time in bed. That had been when they’d first noticed his beard’s affinity with the necklace. 
 
    “Come and take it off yourself,” she whispered, but Brian shied away. Was that fear she saw in his eyes? 
 
    “Come on, Margaret. Stop messing about and take off the necklace.” 
 
    Just for a second she didn’t know the man in front of her. His eyes blazed in a deep red. Then she blinked, and saw that it was only the reflection from the fire. 
 
    Brian smiled and something inside her melted. She took off the necklace and laid it down on the floor. Brian took her in his arms and lifted her as if she was filled with helium. She felt his warm arms around her and snuggled closer to his chest as he carried her upstairs to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Tony watched as Billy once again beat his high score on the computer game. 
 
    “You’re getting too much practice,” Tony said, and Billy nodded, never taking his eyes from the screen. 
 
    “Dad likes to play against me,” Billy said, “But he’s not that good.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Tony said. “My dad is hopeless.” 
 
    He watched as Billy shot down several more dragons. He was about to complain about Billy hogging the machine when a voice shouted from downstairs. 
 
    “Billy. Your dad’s here for you.” 
 
    Billy zapped one final dragon then let his character get killed. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    Tony nodded. 
 
    “Maybe we can go up to the Hansen House again?” Billy said. 
 
    “Oh no,” Tony said, laughing, “you’re not getting me in there again.” 
 
    He remembered the last time, when his torch had failed in the air raid shelter. Billy had nearly given him a heart attack, pretending to be a Morlock. 
 
    Billy gave him a friendly thump on the arm, and suddenly Tony had a fleeting glimpse of something else, something that felt like a memory. There was a sword, gleaming silver, and there was something about a book, a black book. But his dad shouted again from downstairs and Billy was already up and out of the door. 
 
    The two fathers were waiting at the bottom of the stairs, like twin brothers in their neat gray business suits and shiny shoes. 
 
    “Come on, boys,” Tony’s dad said. “You’ve got to sleep sometime. Besides, we’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    The men smiled, sharing a secret, and it was Billy’s dad who spoke. 
 
    “We’ve decided that the families should go on holiday together this year. How does Florida sound?” 
 
    Billy looked over at Tony; his smile so wide that it looked like his face might split. 
 
    “See you tomorrow,” they both said simultaneously, and all four of them laughed together as Billy and his dad said their goodbyes. 
 
    “Do you mean it about Florida?” Tony asked after they had watched their friends turn away around the corner. 
 
    “Of course,” his dad said. “You know I’d do anything to keep you happy.” 
 
    “I love you dad,” Tony said. 
 
    “I love you too, son. Now take that medallion off. I’ve told you before that you shouldn’t wear it all the time.” 
 
    Tony fingered the heavy chain around his neck. He took it off, being careful not to tug at the chain, and held it out to his dad. 
 
    “No,” his dad said, and Tony was surprised to see fear in the man’s eyes. Only for a second, but it was there nonetheless. 
 
    “Put it on the table. You can get it in the morning,” the man said, and when Tony obeyed and turned back his dad was smiling again. 
 
    He was still smiling as he lifted Tony in his arms and carried him upstairs. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr opened his eyes slowly, unaware at first of where he was. There was a movement above him and he tried to raise his head, to follow the soft fluttering noises, but he was so weak that even reopening his eyelids after a blink was an immense effort. 
 
    Something had just left the room, going up the ladder. That much he could tell by the sound alone. 
 
    He had no feeling in his body, only a dull leaden deadness. The way you feel when you first notice you’ve got a hangover. 
 
    For long seconds he lay there, staring into the blackness in front of his eyes, content to let the dead feeling seep further into his bones. 
 
    Images played behind his eyes, of hot summer days and cool pools of water, and it seemed that he was rocked by small waves, rocked into a sleep from which there was no return. 
 
    Recent events came back to him only slowly, as if his brain was breaking it to him gently. He remembered meeting the woman and the boy, and he remembered the bloodsuckers coming into the room. 
 
    But how did I come to be lying here on the floor? And what had happened to the woman and the boy? 
 
    He tried to move, and was rewarded only by the merest twitching of his fingers. The feel of cold stone under his hand acted like an electric shock, galvanizing him into action. He remembered the fight, and heard again in his head the crack as his leg broke. 
 
    Slowly he walked his fingers across the floor towards his leg and gingerly prodded at his wounds. His fingertips met only a jagged wet shard of bone that jutted through his flesh and went out through his heavy trousers. But there was no pain. 
 
    He knew that he was in shock. Intellectually he could accommodate the idea. He felt like two separate people. One was lying, bleeding, half-dead on the floor of a cellar in a rundown house. 
 
    The other was still inside his head, cold, calculating and ruthless. But what use was he going to be if he couldn’t get his body on the move? 
 
    It took him five minutes to push himself into a sitting position and, even though there was no pain, the strain brought heavy sweat all over his body and his arms shook in tremors that he couldn’t stop. 
 
    There was a dead woman at his feet...he could feel her as he ran his hands through the darkness. No. Not a woman...a bloodsucker. Someone had staked her, and Jim wrinkled his nose as his hand met the edge of a pool of blood that was just beginning to thicken and cool. 
 
    He felt down his body and found more blood, coating him from knees to chest like a red blanket. He wondered how much of it was his own. 
 
    He was in trouble. Deep trouble. He knew he had lost a lot of blood...the big question was, how much? But even the answer to that would have to wait. His first priority was to get out of here...there was a high possibility that there were more bloodsuckers around, and he didn’t want to meet them in his present condition. 
 
    By rolling over sideways he found that he could pull himself along on his elbows. He tried to get to his feet, but after the third attempt was forced to admit that his leg wasn’t going to hold his weight. 
 
    It was pitch black in the room, and he had no idea where the ladder was. He couldn’t even remember if it reached all the way to the floor...he might be right underneath it even now. 
 
    His hand met something as he swept it in front of him; something that rattled with a metallic scrape as it skidded away from him. He slowed down the sweep and a short while later his hand fell on the warm wooden butt of the crossbow. 
 
    Somehow it made him feel stronger, more assured, and he felt even better when he found that he still had five quarrels in his shoulder holster. 
 
    Now all he had to worry about was the ladder. 
 
    He found out how hard that was going to be several minutes later. 
 
    His hand hit one of the metal uprights and he pulled himself along the ground using only the strength in his arms until he hugged the lower rungs of the ladder. He looked up, but there was only blackness. 
 
    There was still no pain from his leg, and when he touched the wound with his hand it came away sticky, not wet. He wasn’t losing any more blood, but he had a feeling that there was a good reason for that...he didn’t have much left to lose. 
 
    He knew that he had to keep moving. If he stopped moving the lethargy would return, and if he lost consciousness he would never regain it. And then, the next time he woke, he might be one of them. He fingered the crossbow then put it away deep in its specially sewn pocket in his overcoat. 
 
    He grabbed the ladder with both hands and began to pull himself upright until he stood on his right leg. The room seemed to spin and for once he felt thankful for the darkness. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the complaints from every muscle he started to climb. 
 
    And as he climbed he became aware of a sound, quiet at first, but getting steadily louder, a glottal chant that was almost a song. 
 
    The bloodsuckers were up there, in the house. If he was going to escape, he would have to get past them first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tony’s bedroom was full of people, and it had grown, widened and expanded to many times its normal size. It wasn’t his bedroom anymore, yet somehow it was. It was both familiar and strange, a duality that his mind struggled to encompass. 
 
    He looked up into his father’s face, his mind full of questions. He tried to speak, but he was choked with emotion. He felt so much love for this big man who carried him. Already his head was full of dreams of Florida. His dad looked down at him and smiled, and with that smile all Tony’s remaining worries disappeared. 
 
    His dad laid him down on his bed and Tony sank back into the soft pillows. Stars spun above his head, but still that didn’t seem out of the ordinary. 
 
    He watched the stars dance as his dad moved away from him and stood, not more than four feet away. There was a faraway look in his dad’s eyes, a strange longing for something Tony didn’t understand. 
 
    Dad started to sing, a strange, mournful tune that spoke to Tony of far away, long ago times. 
 
    The other people in the room joined in; a dissonant chorus like a group of cats in the early hours of the morning. Tony raised his head to see better. 
 
    Why are all these people in my bedroom? 
 
    There was the headmaster, his always-crisp suit now wrinkled and creased. And surely that was Mr. Potts the janitor? He looked somehow naked without the ever-present cigarette hanging from his lower lip. 
 
    Another voice joined the chorus, a high sweet soprano, and Tony turned his head and looked straight into the eyes of his mother. 
 
    “Don’t worry son,” she said, but it didn’t sound like that. It sounded like she was chewing on a persistent lump of gristle, almost as if she had just returned from the dentists. As if to confirm it a thin stream of drool ran from the left-hand corner of her mouth. 
 
    Tony suddenly felt fear, an instinctive feeling that something was badly wrong. He squirmed on the bed but it was as if he was held tight by strong, heavy ropes. 
 
    The singing got louder, then louder still, the beat speeding up, thumping and drumming its way into his head, synchronizing with his heartbeat. The people crowded closer around his bed but they were held back, as if by an invisible wall. The stars danced faster overhead and his father seemed to grow and swell until he stood head and shoulders above the rest. 
 
    And then another figure moved into view, one that he knew, that he thought he should know better. 
 
    Miss Brodie, the PE teacher stood above him. She looked down at him, but her eyes were looking at something else entirely, staring sightlessly at something further away...much further away. 
 
    Tony squirmed, trying to move against the invisible cords that bound him. His left hand touched something at his waist, something leathery. As his hand closed over the black book the room spun and swirled, and reality crashed in around him in the space of a heartbeat. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    Jim Kerr hung by his fingertips from the ladder. He was almost halfway there…somewhere between the roof and the floor of the second cellar. But it had been harder than anything he had ever done in his life. 
 
    He swung his right foot forward, trying to gain purchase on a rung of the ladder, but his foot only met air, and again at the second attempt. He shifted his body slightly to the left, almost dislodging the precarious hold he had. 
 
    He should have rested when he reached the second floor, but he knew that once he stopped he’d never get started again. 
 
    Not that it mattered greatly. He was just going to hang here for a while, the next rung an impossible eight inches above him. 
 
    His left leg felt like a block of ice, a block that was getting heavier and heavier, as if he dragged a small iceberg beneath him. He had no feeling left in his arms, just a warm deadness, but his neck and shoulder muscles were on fire, the sinews standing out proud from his flesh. 
 
    There was a trickle of blood from the wound at his wrist, black ooze that looked more like engine grease than blood, and he felt that he was sliding in and out of sleep. It was hard to be sure...the climb had become one long nightmare and he could barely remember anything other than the need to reach the next rung. There was nothing in the past behind him, and only blackness ahead of him. 
 
    He tried to relax, to do the trick with the numbers, but even that failed him as his concentration wavered and the pains in his body grew too much to be ignored. 
 
    Blackness filled his sight and his mind, creeping through his body, offering sleep and rest. 
 
    His fingertips began to slide from the metal and Jim Kerr was almost thankful. 
 
    And that was when he heard it. Muffled, far away, but a sound that pierced him and brought coldness where there had been warmth. 
 
    He grabbed at the rung with fingers that had suddenly taken new strength. His right foot swung, back, forward, and found a purchase. 
 
    He pushed himself upwards, heading for the one sound in the world he would never be able to refuse...the scream of a child in mortal terror. 
 
      
 
    “Put me down, Brian,” Margaret said. “I’ve got to check on David.” 
 
    As she was lowered to the floor she looked into Brian’s eyes and had to step back at the flame of naked lust that burned in him. 
 
    “Down boy,” she said. “I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    But as she walked along the corridor to their son’s bedroom she felt the chill again, the ice that seemed to have settled deep in her bones. 
 
    “Go and warm up the bed,” she called over her shoulder. “I don’t see why it should always be me that does it.” 
 
    She put out a hand to open the door to David’s bedroom and immediately jerked it back as a deep pain spread through her fingers and palm, up as far as her wrist. It was as if someone had just run a red-hot poker through her hand. 
 
    For an instant, as short a time as the blink of an eye, there was a dirty blood soaked bandage covering her hand. She almost remembered, almost got hold of the memory, but then she blinked and there was only the smooth skin of her hand and the cold metal of the doorknob. 
 
    The doorknob spun loosely in her hand and she told herself to remind Brian to fix it in the morning...she’d been at him for months about it. He’d always been hopeless around the house but she was determined that she wasn’t going to do it all. She couldn’t let him hide behind a plea of incompetence forever. 
 
    She pushed the door open, slowly so as to avoid creaks. Moonlight was streaming in the skylight window above the boy’s bed, lighting his face in silver and black. 
 
    Margaret staggered, hit so suddenly by a memory that her brain almost couldn’t contain it. 
 
    There had been another moonlit night, a dome of glass in an old house, and a mosaic that was almost alive. 
 
    She remembered it, vividly, but it could never have happened, for in that memory Brian had disappeared, and hadn’t she just left him outside their bedroom? Hadn’t they been married for twelve years? 
 
    Hadn’t they? 
 
    David moaned in his sleep and she moved into the bedroom. The boy looked so much like his father it almost broke her heart to look at him. 
 
    But there was something wrong. The boy was thrashing and tossing, and she could see his sweat stain his pajamas. She moved closer, just as the boy’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    A stranger’s eyes looked out at her from her son’s face…brown where they should have been blue. The boy screamed, so loudly that the sound reverberated around in her head. And singing joined the echo; a deep chant that seemed both far away and very close, as if it was fading in and out of reality. 
 
    “Margaret,” the boy on the bed shouted, and she gasped. David always called her Mum, but there was something in the boy’s voice that she recognized from long ago, from a time that was more of a dream than a memory. 
 
    “Tony?” she whispered, and suddenly the pain in her hand was back. The shadows around her seemed to shift and meld into one another until they had become a throng of people pressed close around the small bed. 
 
    The boy on the bed strained, trying to move, but he seemed to be held down against the sheets. 
 
    “Margaret?” a voice said, and at first she thought it was the boy again, the strange boy with her son’s face. Then the call came again and she turned to see Brian standing by the bedroom door. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with David,” she said, but Brian only smiled, and she got the chill back again. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Brian said. “There’s definitely something wrong with him.” 
 
    The boy screamed again, louder this time, and the distant chanting got closer and louder. 
 
    “Look closely,” Brian said. “Look at his teeth.” 
 
    She bent over then recoiled as twin fangs slid from the boy’s mouth. She felt something being put in her hand, something cold and heavy. It took several seconds for her to realize that she held a sword. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” she said. 
 
    There was no answer. Then, above the chanting, a gravelly voice spoke. 
 
    “You must kill him,” it said. “Kill him and be free.” 
 
    She looked at Brian. Only it wasn’t Brian anymore. 
 
    The illusion fell away, as if it had never existed. Thirteen years of her life faded and dissolved, the memory fading to gray until it was the dream and the dream was the new reality. 
 
    Tears threatened to flow at the corners of her eyes, but the sight that came into focus around her quelled them at their source. 
 
      
 
    She stood in the domed room, moonlight bathing her in shades of gray. Tony lay at her feet, struggling as if tied up in ropes although there was no visible sign of confinement. 
 
    They were in the middle of the mosaic, Tony’s head resting just above the great jaws of the serpent. Encircling the mosaic, but not stepping inside its perimeter, was a ring of vampires, all chanting and swaying, eyes closed and mouths open revealing sets of fangs that drooled silver streams of saliva to the floor. 
 
    They stamped their feet in time with the chant, raising small clouds of dust to hang in the air. 
 
    The chanting got louder, and the stamping grew more frenzied. The sword felt ever heavier in her hand and she would have dropped it but her fingers refused to release their grip. 
 
    But that wasn’t the worst. There was something else in the circle with them, something tall and white and powerful...a creature with blazing eyes that Margaret couldn’t refuse. 
 
    Her wrist flexed and the sword came up. She stared at the moon reflected in the shining metal, transfixed by its glare. The chanting rose to a crescendo as she brought the sword up over her head in one easy action. 
 
    The boy on the ground beneath her screamed her name, twice, and although she heard him, her body was following other orders. She brought the sword down and the vampires screamed in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    Brian was getting used to the sensation. Hills and roads and trees flashed past him, but he found that if he kept his eyes open and stared straight ahead he could keep the nausea at bay. The sensation of things coming at you at speed was still disconcerting, but little more so than being involved in a fast arcade game. 
 
    And he didn’t have long to suffer it. Barely ten seconds had elapsed when he seemed to take one last step and his foot crunched down on gravel. The world stopped moving with a jolt that threatened to throw him, disoriented, off his feet, and his legs felt as if he had just stepped off a boat after long hours in rough seas. 
 
    They were in front of the house again, its black stone seeming no less menacing than before. 
 
    Donald Allan put a finger to his lips in an exaggerated request for silence. At first Brian didn’t hear anything, but then it came to him…the far off, muted chorus of chanting. 
 
    “Come on,” Donald Allan whispered, and, walking over to the nearest wall began to climb it as it had steps and handholds built in exactly where he wanted them to be. 
 
    Brian was about to complain, but he realized that this was just another manifestation of what he had become, just another piece of his learning. He had no idea what he was doing here, no concept of what they were up against. All he knew was that Donald Allan was his best hope. He walked up to the wall looking up to see the vampire some ten feet above him. 
 
    He placed his hands to the stone, not knowing what to expect. He found that his fingertips found crevices and holds of their own volition. He pulled himself upwards, feeling as light as a small bird, and was surprised to look down and find the ground already five feet below him. 
 
    Donald Allan was only another black shape among the turrets above him, and it wasn’t until the vampire moved that Brian could pick him out and follow him upward. Ten seconds later they were standing together on the edge of the roof. 
 
    Far off to the east there was a red glow in the sky, a glow that flared and spat, lighting the low clouds in shades of vivid pink. Across the night air came the sharp reports of weapons fire and, just once, Brian thought he heard a high animal scream that was sharply cut off. 
 
    From behind them the sound of chanting was coming louder…louder and faster, as if building to some kind of a climax. 
 
    Brian turned to speak to Donald Allan, but the vampire was already off and away across the roof, striding purposefully across the sloping slates as if he was strolling on a pavement. Brian had little choice but to follow. 
 
    The moon was high in the sky overhead, lighting the roof space in blue-silver patches of dark and shadow, like a nightmare expressionist film, all angles and blackness. Donald Allan was a black silhouette against the stars and suddenly Brian wanted to be far away, somewhere the sun shone and he didn’t have a new pair of teeth in his gums. 
 
    Donald Allan stopped and waved him forward, indicating with complex gestures that Brian should be quiet and careful, and that there was something just over the next slope of the roof that required their attention. 
 
    Brian joined the vampire, navigating the slopes and falls of the roof with remarkable ease, and together they peered over the crest of the roof. 
 
    They were looking down into the domed room. 
 
    The mosaic curled on the floor beneath them, its colors magnified and somehow sharpened by the glass of the dome. The chanting was coming from the room, but there was no sign of its source...only the circle of the mosaic could be seen from their vantage point. 
 
    A young boy lay in the middle of the circle, and at first Brian didn’t recognize him. He gasped as the boy’s eyes opened. 
 
    “Tony Dickie?” he said. 
 
    A strong hand clamped over his mouth as Donald Allan forced him into silence. 
 
    The chanting got louder, then louder still, and a dull vibration shook the roof beneath them in time with the chant. The glass of the dome wavered and distorted the scene below so that the serpent seemed to coil and uncoil with each vibration. 
 
    And then a figure walked into the circle, slowly, her movements ritualized as if she was taking part in some Zen dance. Brian didn’t have to see her face...one look at that hair was enough...Margaret was in the room beneath him. 
 
    He made to move forward, not thinking of his action, knowing only that he needed to be down there, but there seemed to be an iron bar across his chest. He looked down to find Donald Allan’s arm blocking any further movement. 
 
    “Wait,” the vampire said, and went back to watching the scene below. 
 
    But Brian found it almost impossible to watch. A pale creature appeared at the edge of the circle. Brian saw little more than an arm and a lower leg. 
 
    “Shoa,” Donald Allan whispered. 
 
    The creature handed a sword to Margaret, a shining bar of silver and again Brian leaned forward. 
 
    The sword came up and back. 
 
    “No,” Brian shouted, and pushed past the vampire’s outstretched hand, diving for the dome like a parachutist. 
 
    He hit the glass and kept on going. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr pulled himself over the lip of the trapdoor and dragged his bad leg behind him as he rolled onto the cool linoleum of the kitchen floor. His leg flopped out of the trapdoor like a cold, dead slab of fish, and it was only as he lay still that he realized that the cold numbness had reached as far as his waist...everything below belt level frozen and dead. 
 
    The climb had taken what little strength he had left. He lay there, trying to get air into his lungs, pretending to himself that it was only tiredness, a momentary weakness that would pass with time. 
 
    He was closer to the chanting now, close enough to hear individual voices, men, woman, and yes, children, their voices mingled in the demonic chorus. 
 
    Pale moonlight threw dark shadows across the floor, a floor that vibrated in time with the infernal chanting that was working its way into his brain, threatening to drive everything else from his mind. 
 
    He struggled with the folds of his coat, having to roll over on to his back to free the material from underneath him. It was only then that he could reach the crossbow. 
 
    The feel of the warm wood of the butt in his hand was strangely comforting, and after he had cocked and loaded the weapon he felt much more secure...a certain amount of the old self-belief returning. He patted his pocket, making sure that he had the garlic packets. Something rattled, and he realized that he still had his can of lighter fluid. 
 
    He was weak, and he knew that he was near death, but he was ready to take some of them down with him. He put his weight onto his elbows and, the crossbow held before him, began to inch forward, towards the source of the chanting. 
 
    There was only one place where the noise could be coming from. The serpent would draw them. He wondered what was going on, what kind of dark ceremony was taking place. Then he remembered the woman and the boy, and began to have some idea. 
 
    He pushed himself forward as fast as he could as the chanting rose in intensity and the floor began to vibrate with the stamping of many feet. 
 
      
 
    Margaret brought the sword down, just as the sky above shattered and fell inwards, the stars falling around her to burst on the tiles of the mosaic. 
 
    And when the sword came down, there was someone standing there to meet it, a black haired, black dressed stranger with eyes of fire. 
 
    He caught the edge of the sword in the palm of one hand, raising a cut that nearly cleaved his hand in two. There was no blood, and his eyes never left Margaret’s. 
 
    “Margaret,” he said, and she almost recognized him, but then a vice took hold in her mind and the chanting rose to a shriek. She brought the sword up again. 
 
    And the eyes of the man in front of her changed. Softened and deepened, as if tears were waiting there. 
 
    “Margaret,” he said again, softer this time. 
 
    She let the sword fall to the floor. It clanged on the tile with a sharp ring and chipped a fragment from a tile near the serpent’s snout. The crowd around the mosaic screamed again and began to stamp louder. 
 
    And in the center of it all, the great white vampire raised his head to the roof and howled, a roar that brought more glass down from the dome, twinkling like diamonds on the tiles underfoot. 
 
    But Margaret saw nothing of any of this. Her eyes filled with tears as she stepped forward into his arms. 
 
    “Brian. Thank God you’re alive.” 
 
    She saw something in his eyes that looked like despair, and it was only when the tears cleared fully that she saw the full extent of the changes in him. 
 
    He had grown. Or rather, he had straightened. A straight back, ramrod stiff, had replaced the normal diffident stoop of his spine, and his eyes flashed with a self-belief she had never seen in him. 
 
    She pushed at him with feeble arms. 
 
    “What’s happened to you?” 
 
    She wasn’t given time to wait for a reply. She got yanked backward by the hair, a searing tearing pain as if her scalp was on fire. And suddenly there was a pale white arm around her neck, an arm that was as cold and as strong as iron. 
 
    “This one is mine,” a voice boomed in her ear. 
 
    Brian made to move forward but seemed to be walking in treacle. His eyes faded to deep black shadows and his movements became slow and lethargic. 
 
    He stared at her, but he saw something else...just like the last time. 
 
    The chorus of vampires echoed around in her head and the feet stamping reached a new frenzy. The throng crowded around the mosaic, but still they didn’t enter the circle. 
 
    Brian stopped moving; a dark statue in the center of the mosaic, and once more Margaret felt the vice in her head. She was released from the steel grip of the vampire, but she didn’t run, couldn’t run. 
 
    All she could see was the sword and the small body of the boy who still writhed on the floor at her feet. 
 
      
 
    Brian was caught inside the shell of his body, still aware, still able to see and hear, but unable to move, not even an eyelid. 
 
    His eyes stung with the need to blink, but he couldn’t scratch that itch. He could only watch as Margaret moved across the mosaic, her feet barely rising above a shuffle. 
 
    She knelt to the floor and ran her hand longingly across the mosaic before grasping the hilt of the sword. Brian heard the scrape of the metal across the tile as she lifted it, to her side, to her shoulder, then high over her head. 
 
    The boy on the ground screamed her name again, so high, so loud that she must hear, must stop. But she kept moving forward. She brought the sword back to its highest point above her head, and Brian wished that it were possible to close his eyes. 
 
    “Powers of the Kingdom, be ye under my left foot and in my right hand. 
 
    Glory and eternity, take me by the two shoulders and direct me in the paths of victory.” 
 
    The words seemed to come out of the air around them. 
 
    The room suddenly fell quiet, the foot stamping stopped mid-step, and the chorus of voices cut off in mid chord as if a needle had been lifted from a record. 
 
    “Mercy and justice be ye the equilibrium and splendor of my life. 
 
    Intelligence and wisdom crown me.” 
 
    All motion in the room had been stopped, freeze frame, and for the first time Brian saw confusion in the white vampire’s gaze. The white-maned head leaned back and stared at the sky through the ruined dome. 
 
    Donald Allan jumped from the edge of the dome, landing on the floor in front of Brian as light on his feet as a cat. 
 
    And Brian blinked, once, feeling a tenseness slide from his muscles, the merest hint of relaxation. 
 
    He saw Margaret shake herself, like a dog just after it has come out of a river, and once again the sword fell from her hands. The clang and clatter as it hit the tiles echoed loudly around the suddenly silent room. 
 
    Donald Allan stood in front of the white vampire, eye to eye in confrontation. The air between them seemed to crackle with tension. The pair circled each other in a slow motion waltz, like a pair of knife fighters probing for an opening. 
 
    Brian felt some feeling return to his legs, but he was still held tight in the grip of the vampire, and he could only watch as the pair continued to circle. 
 
    Donald Allan was first to move. His left hand swooped in front of his chest, a series of passes that were almost too quick for the eye to follow. A circle of blue flame grew to burn in the air in front of him, forcing Shoa to take a step backward. And that act seemed to loosen Donald Allan’s throat. 
 
    “Spirits of Malcuth lead me betwixt the two pillars upon which rests the edifice of the temple. 
 
    “Angels of Nestah and Hod strengthen me upon the cubic stone of Jesod.” 
 
    The chant rang with a deep bass resonance that could never have come from a mortal throat, so loud that the floor beneath trembled and shook and small sparkling edges of broken glass rained from the ruin of the dome. 
 
    The circle of fire flared and grew. With a wave of his hand Donald Allan set it spinning, first clockwise then counter clockwise, all the time driving Shoa before him as he chanted. 
 
    “Oh Gedulael, Oh Geburael, Oh Tiphereth, Binael, be thou my love. 
 
    “Ruach Hochmael be thou my light. Be that which thou art and thou shalt be.” 
 
    Brian trembled all over his body, as if a mild electric current was running through him, and his left foot took a step. 
 
    But Margaret was also on the move. Before Brian’s foot hit the floor she bent and picked up the sword. Holding it like a hockey stick she began to advance on Donald Allan. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr crawled along the corridor leading to the mosaic room. 
 
    The cold had infiltrated him, seeking out the warm spots and slowly, surely, turning them to ice until the only heat he had left was the rage that burned in his mind, the only fuel he had to consume. 
 
    There had been a change in the atmosphere of the house. A minute ago he thought he had heard a crash, but there was a rushing in his ears like waves on a pebble beach that threatened to drown out everything. 
 
    He pulled himself over to the nearest wall and began to pull himself upright. It took three attempts, but nearly finished on the second. His grip slipped and he fell heavily to the floor, great waves of blackness engulfing him. It was only the thought of the boy that got him moving again. 
 
    He was almost upright, at least as far as his wounds would allow. Dragging a dead leg behind him he pulled himself around the corner. 
 
    The room was full of light. Dancing whirling spirals of flame and color. And in the color there were bloodsuckers. A great circle of them, all still, all quiet. 
 
    The only movement was in the center of the circle. The woman...he realized that he didn’t even know her name...was advancing on someone who had his back to Jim, someone in a leather jacket. 
 
    The woman carried a sword, a heavy, silver rod of fire. The man in the leather jacket turned. 
 
    Only it wasn’t a man. 
 
    Jim saw the creature’s eyes flare red as they saw the sword, and he saw the teeth slip bloodily from the gums as the bloodsucker turned in one fluid movement and grabbed the woman by the upper arm. 
 
    Jim raised the crossbow. His arm trembled and shook, the sight wavering, but then the circle of bloodsuckers swayed slightly, and between them Jim saw the small body of the boy on the floor at the woman’s feet. 
 
    Suddenly his arm was as straight as a rod of iron and his head was clear as he pulled the trigger, sending a silver tipped bolt directly towards Donald Allan’s heart. 
 
      
 
    Brian saw it all happen between one step and the next. 
 
    Margaret raised the sword above her head, and the look in her eyes was so cold, so fierce, that he felt a part of his heart break at the sight. 
 
    Donald Allan turned, just in time to see her approaching. His eyes went red, just one flash of burning fire, then immediately back to black. 
 
    Brian saw him register something else; a flicker in his eyes accompanied by a slight, almost imperceptible movement, just before a flash of silver impaled him over the heart. 
 
    The circle of flame Allan had created sputtered and crackled, its colors fading to a dull orange glow before finally collapsing in on itself, like a spent fire. 
 
    The vampire staggered, almost falling, but managed to pull himself upright just as Margaret brought the sword down, through his jacket, his shirt and the flesh of his shoulder, cleaving a wound six inches deep just below his neck. 
 
    And this time the vampire did go down, first to one knee, a hand outstretched towards Brian, then all the way to the floor where he lay, still and strangely flushed. 
 
    Margaret stood above the body and raised the sword once more, but before she could bring it down a high-pitched voice rang through the room. Brian could turn his head enough to see the boy, Tony, get to his feet. He read from a sheaf of papers, his brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    But there was no hesitation to be heard in his voice. 
 
    “Oh Jethriel Tschim assist me in the name of Amro, be my strength in the name of Yoriah. 
 
    “Oh Beni-Elohim, be my brethren in the name of the Redeemer and by the power of Zebaoth. 
 
    “Elohim do battle for me in the name of Rokar.” 
 
    Shoa staggered, his frame suddenly bent almost double as if under a great weight. It hissed, like a cornered snake, and the fangs slid in and out of the gums, almost faster than the eye could follow. 
 
    The boy moved past Brian, his eyes never leaving the paper in front of him, and Shoa gave way before him, scuttling backward almost to the edge of the circle. But it wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    Brian saw the muscles in the white flesh ripple and flow, saw the red eyes flare, so bright it was like being pierced by car headlights. 
 
    And Tony stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth hanging open, his eyes glazed. 
 
    Around them the gathered vampires roared and the foot stamping started again. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t hurt me,” Billy said. 
 
    Tony looked down at his friend cowering in front of him. Why was Billy afraid of him? Billy was never afraid of anything. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Tony said, and stretched out a hand to his friend. 
 
      
 
    Margaret looked down at the man at her feet. She held the sword above her head, ready to strike. She wanted to strike. No. Something in her head wanted her to strike. But surely the man at her feet was dead already. 
 
    As if to prove her wrong, the man’s eyes opened. She saw great pain there, and also great sadness. He held her in his gaze and it was like a veil falling from before her eyes. She let the sword drop to her side but he shook his head, and with an effort, raised his arm and pointed. 
 
    It was only then that she came fully back to reality. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she heard Tony say, and turned just in time to see him reach out a hand to the vampire. 
 
      
 
    Brian wasn’t going to make it. He saw the boy go blank and recognized the symptoms. It had happened to him, less than twenty-four hours but more than a lifetime away. 
 
    He forced his legs to move, and this time they obeyed him, but he was still yards away when the boy said something, too low for Brian to hear, and reached out a hand for the vampire to take. 
 
    “No.” Brian shouted, but was drowned out by a roar from behind him. 
 
    A body rushed past, and Brian only had an impression of a long coat and a hunched almost crippled stance as a wild-eyed man swept the boy aside and crashed headlong into Shoa. 
 
      
 
    “Leave my son alone!” Jim Kerr shouted, and with the last of his strength drove a crossbow bolt deep into the bloodsucker’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Shoa screamed, and the whole room shook, small pieces of the mosaic dislodging and skittering across the floor with a rattle like hail on an iron roof. The man in the coat had his legs wrapped tightly around the vampire’s waist and was stabbing at its neck in frenzy, thin saliva flying from his lips. 
 
    Shoa seemed to melt and fade, squirming out of the attacker’s reach, and the man in the coat screamed again, in frustration this time, then in pain as strong hands grabbed him tight by the shoulders. The vampire held the man out at arm’s length and then smiled, a slow grin that exposed the fangs. 
 
    Brian moved faster than he knew was possible, and grabbed the vampire by the shoulder, turning it around. 
 
    And now it was his turn to look into those eyes again. 
 
    Shoa did something with its hands, no more than a twist of an inch. There was a crack as bones shattered and the man in the coat fell in a heap to the ground. Then Brian got the full force of the smile. 
 
    Brian looked into the red eyes, and again he saw his father. 
 
    “It’s not really me,” his dad said. 
 
    “I know Dad,” Brian replied, and, making a fist, he hit the man harder than he had ever hit anyone in his life. 
 
      
 
    Shoa staggered, and Margaret saw Brian raise his hand for another blow. 
 
    But the vampire was fast. It sprung like a cat, its hands curved into talons that would have ripped Brian in two. 
 
    They didn’t reach him. 
 
    Margaret brought the sword up and round in an arc that sang as it was cut through the air. It struck the vampire just above the elbow and kept going, through skin, muscle and bone, carried on by momentum right through the swing to the floor where it struck a great gouge in the mosaic. 
 
    Shoa staggered and almost fell, but there was no blood and the fingers of the severed arm twitched where they lay on the floor. 
 
    The vampire turned toward her, and Brian hit it again, a blow to the side of the head that sent it flailing across the mosaic to fall heavily, the great white head resting beside that of the serpent. 
 
      
 
    “Malachim protect me in the name of Jod He Vau He. 
 
    “Seraphim cleanse me in the name of Elvoih.” 
 
    Tony felt his voice echo around the room. He stood over the white vampire and stared down into the red eyes, eyes that had dimmed considerably at the words of the spell. 
 
    “You don’t frighten me,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. 
 
    The red eyes flared, but the power in them had gone, dimmed to no more than glowing embers. The vampire began to crawl but its strength seemed to have gone. Tony put one foot on the creature’s chest, pinning it in position. 
 
    Margaret walked towards him and he saw her raising the sword. He put out a hand and stopped her, and she didn’t protest when he took the sword from her. 
 
    Although it was heavy he raised it one handed above his head and brought it down as he read the last line of the spell. 
 
    “Give me the strength to cast down this servant of thine enemy.” 
 
    His voice echoed, again and again, and instead of fading it grew in volume until it was being repeated by a chorus, a host, an army. 
 
    Point first, the sword took Shoa directly in the heart and drove down, through his body and deep into the serpent’s neck. 
 
    The room span as the vampire screamed. Its feet drummed on the tiles and smoke began to flow from its mouth, mere wisps at first, then a fog as if a dry ice machine had suddenly kicked into action. 
 
    A sudden silence fell on the room, but Tony couldn’t take his eyes off the vampire as it fell in on itself, ribs and muscles collapsing, like a balloon deflating. 
 
    And still the mist came, crawling about his ankles like a nest of snakes. Through the mist the red eyes flared, a last burst of defiance. 
 
    Tony brought up his left foot and with one formless yell brought it down, hard, directly between those eyes. 
 
    The great head sank under his weight, breaking as if no more than papier-mâché. And Tony kicked down, again, and again, until there was nothing beneath his feet but a fine gray ash...a fine ash and a pair of yellowing fangs. 
 
      
 
    Margaret shook her head, hard. It was like coming out of a dream, a bad dream that had held her for too long. 
 
    Tony was standing in the middle of the mosaic, looking down at what remained of the vampire. Around the circle there was only bodies...Shoa’s disciples had not survived the demise of their master...their bodies lay strewn where they had fallen. 
 
    “Brian?” She said, looking around. A thick fog hung across the floor and at first she couldn’t see the teacher, but then she found him, kneeling over the figure of the man in the black leather jacket. 
 
    As she walked towards them Brian lifted the man in his arms as if he weighed no more than a child did. She saw that the man’s chest was still rising and falling, although his eyes were staring sightlessly past her and his skin was as pale and translucent as a piece of fine china. 
 
    She put out her hand towards Brian but he turned towards her and, just for a second, she saw something new in his eyes, a rage and fire that made her lower her hand and step back. 
 
    Then Brian, the old Brian, was back. 
 
    “Let’s just get out of here,” he said. “Explanations will have to wait.” 
 
    Margaret felt a pull on her arm and looked down. Tony was standing beside her. 
 
    “He’s still alive.” The boy said, and at first she didn’t know what he meant, then she saw the man in the long coat struggle to a sitting position on the opposite side of the mosaic. 
 
      
 
    Jim Kerr came up out of the darkness, amazed that there was anything beyond the limbo in which he had found himself. 
 
    There was no pain, only a dull coldness. He remembered the cold hands at his neck, …and the sound of his bones breaking was a noise he would never forget. 
 
    By all rights he should be dead...dead and long gone what with the loss of blood, exhaustion and broken bones. But still something drove him. 
 
    He managed to push himself to a sitting position and looked across the room. 
 
    The boy, the one from the cellar, was walking towards him. 
 
    And that’s when it happened. 
 
    It started with a sharp pain in his gums, a pain that forced him to clasp his hands over his mouth, only to draw them away again as his fingers met the sharp points of the twin fangs that emerged. 
 
    “No!” he screamed, and again, “No!” 
 
    The boy came closer, and Jim saw the blood course through him, the veins highlighted as if they had suddenly been transposed to the outside of the body. 
 
    “Stay back,” he said to the boy, but his limbs were betraying him, dragging him forward, closer to the red heat. 
 
    He reached into his pocket, forcing his hand to obey him, searching for the garlic packets he knew were there. But his fingers met something else, a cold metal that he recognized as his tin of lighter fuel. 
 
    The boy was closer now, a hand outstretched. Jim tried to back away but he was disgusted to find that he was salivating, his new fangs sliding bloodily in and out of torn gums, an ache in his stomach trying to drive all else from his mind. 
 
    He drew a crossbow bolt, the last, from his holster and, without giving himself pause to think he drove it into his chest. The cold metal scraped against his ribs but it seemed that he had missed his heart...there was no sudden gout of blood, but the pain was enough to focus what remained of his will. 
 
    He splashed the fluid from the can over his shirt at the waist, feeling the dampness as an extra layer of cold. 
 
    The boy was closer still. 
 
    No time left. 
 
    Jim reached for his lighter and got it into his hand without fumbling. 
 
    “Goodbye, son,” he said, and spun the wheel. 
 
    There was a sudden implosion of air and a flare of blue heat. He took a deep breath, welcoming the warmth inside him. 
 
      
 
    The body burned quickly, thick black smoke rising in a plume to the broken dome above. 
 
    Margaret had Tony by the shoulders, holding him back from the flames. Even when it was obvious that the man was dead the boy still struggled, still tried to reach him. And when the boy turned and buried his face in her chest she saw the hot tears that hung from the corners of his eyes. 
 
    The flames from the body were rising higher now, and Margaret was forced to back away from the heat as the flames lapped at the walls, hungrily seeking new conquests. 
 
    She pulled the boy with her, backing away from the heat that was already tightening the skin at her cheeks. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, taking the boy firmly by the hand. 
 
    As she reached the corridor she had one last look back into the room. 
 
    Flames were climbing the wall at the far side, tongues already lapping at the ruined frame of the dome above. And on the floor the ceramic tiles popped and cracked as they sprung from their position, lending once more a semblance of life to the serpent, but this time a life that was to be short lived. 
 
    A blazing spar fell from the ceiling, then another, and the cracking of fire on wood got suddenly louder. 
 
    And everywhere the bodies of the dead burned and smoked. 
 
    She turned her back and, holding the boy close, made her way out of the room, and through the hall to the clean air beyond the main door. 
 
    Brian was already standing there. 
 
    The other man, the one in the leather jacket, was standing on his own, but he leaned against Brian as if his own legs wouldn’t hold him, and his skin was a deathly gray, ill and sweating. 
 
    Brian took a step forward, and Margaret saw the need, the love in his eyes. She held out a hand, but met only air. 
 
    “Someday I’ll explain it to you,” Brian said. “I promise.” 
 
    Again he made to move toward her, but was held back by the injured man. 
 
    “We must go,” the man said, and Brian nodded. 
 
    “Someday,” he whispered, and for the merest moment Margaret’s fingertips brushed against his. 
 
    She felt a sudden tear in her eye and she reached to brush it away. And when her eyes cleared, there was only the expanse of driveway ahead of her. 
 
    There was a crash behind them, and she turned to find the whole house ablaze, blood red sparks and embers rising to dance in the air. She felt a pull at her hand as Tony dragged her back, away from the steadily rising heat. 
 
    The crackle from the fire was so loud that she didn’t hear the engine noise until it was almost on them. She turned to face the barrels of flame-throwers in the hands of three stocky built men in camouflage gear and blackened faces. 
 
    “You’re too late,” she said, and had to force back a giggle. 
 
    But when the tallest of the three ordered them to smile she was happy to oblige. 
 
      
 
    “North,” said Donald Allan, his voice little more than a whisper. “We must chase ahead of the sun.” 
 
    Brian looked down at his companion then out over the town from his position high on the hills. 
 
    The fire from the Hansen House had spread to the surrounding trees, a roaring conflagration that would be seen for miles, a scene of destruction that was mirrored and mimicked by many smaller fires in the town itself. 
 
    “Take me to the Temple,” Donald Allan said. 
 
    The vampire staggered, his legs finally betraying him, and he fell forward. Brian caught him before he collapsed completely and was dismayed at how light he had become. The vampire’s eyes had rolled up in their sockets, showing only white, and his head hung limply. 
 
    “Hold on,” Brian said, “It’ll only take one step. Just one step.” 
 
    With Donald Allan in his arms Brian Baillie turned his back on Finsburgh and took a step. 
 
    Just one. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Eldren, try The Amulet, book one of the Midnight Eye Files. 
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STILL WATER BY JUSTIN R. MACUMBER 
 
      
 
    Coal is the hard, black heart of the mountain town of Stillwater, West Virginia, but far beneath it lies something much darker, an evil beyond time, waiting to rise and bathe the world in blood and fire once more. When unwitting miners dig into its tomb, only Kyle - Stillwater's prodigal son - and paranormal investigator Maya stand between humanity and Hell. Time is short and evil runs deep in… STILL WATER 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue- In The Deep Dark 
 
      
 
    The mine was cursed. Ash hated thinking that way, but there wasn’t any other explanation. Never in his life had he seen a mining operation struggle so much, and the rate at which people were getting hurt or quitting was enough to ruin what little sleep he managed to get between shifts. 
 
    The sun – nearly hidden by approaching storm clouds – crept toward the horizon as Ash turned off Sewell Road and drove down the dirt path leading to the mine's gravel parking lot. Rounding a sharp bend, the sight of a dozen men crowded together in a mob ruined the start of his day. He steered for the nearest open slot, slammed the transmission into PARK, and climbed out of his truck. 
 
    Angry voices churned the air as he stomped across gravel. No one looked his way as he approached, but they knew he was there when he broke through their ranks with a broad-shouldered shove he'd perfected during his high school football days. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    To his surprise, he found his boss, Ray Dennings, leaning against the mine's low-slung electric cart with his arms held up in front of him. Normally the Badger Mining president was calm and tidy, but today that wasn’t the case. Coal dust and black handprints covered his light gray shirt and the blue paisley tie hanging half-torn from his neck. Bright red carnations bloomed on his left cheek, the beginnings of ugly bruises. The final touch on the surreal scene was blood dripping from his split lower lip. When Ash appeared, he heaved a massive sigh of relief. “Oh, thank Christ. I never thought I'd be so glad to see your ugly face.” 
 
    “Don't defend him, Ash!” a voice shouted from the back of the crowd. More shouts went up behind him, their angry words overlapping each other like storm clouds. Hands pushed and pulled at his back. 
 
    “Yeah! Don't get in the way!” 
 
    “Goddam suits are stealin' from us!” 
 
    “We ain’t gonna stand for it!” 
 
    Sick of the noise and jostling, Ash whipped around and glared at the mob. “Shut the fuck up!” The command thundered over the angry crowd, bringing everything to a standstill. Taking advantage of the brief moment of quiet, Ash turned back to Mr. Dennings. “What's going on?” 
 
    “They've gone insane!” The president’s thin arms shook as he kept them raised in front of him. “And they should be damn glad I don't have the police here arresting the whole lot of them.” 
 
    “We ain't the criminals here,” someone said. 
 
    Mr. Dennings cast around for the man who'd spoken out, but after a moment he shook his head. “That so? I have a split lip that says otherwise. I know all of you are angry. I'm angry too, but I can't grow money on trees, dammit. Get mad at your co-workers who haven't been showing up, who've called in sick day after day. Every man we're down means that much less coal gets cut. Less coal means less money, simple as that.” 
 
    “I don't blame 'em.” An older man stepped forward. From the corner of his eye Ash saw Gus Mason, one of the day shifters responsible for bolting the cave ceiling after a section of coal was dug out of the mountain, so it didn’t cave in and kill everyone. “This place ain't right. You haven’t been down there, but we have. This whole mountain is... It just ain't right.” 
 
    Encouraged by his words, the intensity of the crowd picked up again. It crackled against Ash's skin like static electricity. Gus was normally a tough old cuss, sometimes too tough, so to hear him sound afraid threw Ash for a loop. But Gus wasn't the first person to talk about the Bluestone Mine like it was haunted. When Badger Coal first came to Stillwater promising that their new mining technology could reopen old mines, they’d been greeted as saviors sent by God Himself. And to their credit, for the first couple of months things had been right as rain. Coal went out, and money came in. But, as they dug further into the mountain, Ash started hearing whispers among the men, talk of strange sounds and shadows that didn't move right. He hadn't seen or heard anything out of the ordinary, so he'd blown it off as idle chatter, but idle or not he wasn't about to let the day shift crew use it as an excuse to riot. “Come on now, Gus. We're all reasonable men here, so let's be reasonable.” 
 
    Gus turned to look at him, and a shadow passed over the miner's eyes, sending a shiver down Ash's spine. It only lasted a second, but the sense of...of otherness...lingered. “Don't talk down to me, Ashley Franks. You've been in that darkness. Tell me you ain't felt it down there, in the places we don't—” 
 
    “Enough!” Ray’s voice exploded in their midst like a grenade.  
 
    Ash was thankful for the distraction. He didn't want to hear Gus say another word, didn't want to look at him or see the mountain's shadow in his eyes. 
 
    Mr. Dennings pushed away from the mine cart and stood up, then straightened his tie as best he could and smoothed the rumpled material of his shirt. “Though I doubt you want to hear the 'suit' complain about how much money he's lost in this place, we are all hurting, and it won't get better until we get coal production up. If you want to quit because some animal wandered into the mine and hissed at you from the dark, fine. Come back tomorrow and I'll cut your final check. Understand, though, that as soon as you're out the door I'll be hiring your brother and your best friend, and they'll be the one with a job while you're out drowning your sorrows.” 
 
    Without waiting to see how the men reacted, Mr. Dennings pushed his shoulders back and walked toward the office trailer. The mob parted like the Red Sea. Some of the men were still angry, but most cast their gaze around like they weren't sure where they were or what was going on. 
 
    After the company president disappeared from sight, a few chuckles dropped from the day crew while the rest grumbled and walked to their waiting vehicles. Gus, though, remained where he was, his gaze now shifted to the mine entrance. Ash couldn't tell from the older man's expression if he was glad to be out of it or if he wanted to go back in. After a moment, Gus glanced at him, and again darkness flittered across his eyes like a crow flying past the sun. The two men stared at one another for several long seconds before the day shifter ambled away to his dirty brown pickup. As the parking lot emptied, Ash knew he should feel relieved, but he wasn't. 
 
    With the crisis averted – at least for the time being – Ash walked to the sign-in board to see what bad news might be waiting for him. Sure enough, two night-shift names had ‘Out sick’ written in blue ink next to them. Wilbert and Tyler. Damn. They were good workers. An invisible weight pressed against his chest, adding to the load of worry he already carried. 
 
    Two sets of headlights appeared around the bend, catching his attention. A third followed soon after. The night shift was on its way, passing through shadows growing longer by the moment.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he hitched up his pants and awaited his crew. He didn't have to wait long. 
 
    “Okay, listen up,” he said when all his men were gathered. “Wil and Tyler called in sick. I need y'all working hard and working smart. The more cuts we make, the more money we make. If you need anything, let me know. Otherwise, get moving.” 
 
    The crew drifted apart like ocean wreckage, but they all moved in the same general direction of the sign-in board. As soon as enough had added their names, they turned on the electric cart, and one of the men got behind the wheel while others took a seat and leaned back. The cart sat only a few inches off the ground, so it was a pain to get in and out of if you had bad knees or a sore back – which nearly everyone did – but any higher would have meant decapitation as it drove into the four foot high mine entrance. 
 
    Ash glanced up as the sky continued to fill with black clouds and night claimed the mountains. He’d lived his entire life in their shadow, and not once had ever felt afraid. It was his home, more than the double-wide trailer he hung his hat in. The narrow roads and sheer drops might frighten lowlanders, but they were the topography of his youth. He knew Stillwater and the peaks around it like he knew the cracks in the vinyl of his truck bench seat. There wasn’t anything to fear.  
 
    Was there? 
 
    “Yo, boss!” a voice shouted. “You ready to get dirty?” 
 
    Ash nearly jumped out of his skin, then turned like a child caught licking icing off a cake that wasn’t his. Dean Cotton sat in the driver’s seat of the mine cart. All the other seats were empty, which meant everyone else was in the mine, and this was the cart's last run. Ash frowned, unsure how time had flown by so quickly, then waved and dashed over to his truck to get his lunch pail and bright white hardhat. After scooping them up and jogging to the cart he tested the hardhat's forward-facing light to make sure it worked. He'd put fresh batteries in the day before, but better safe than sorry when hundreds of tons of mountain were waiting to crush the unwary. The headlamp shone bright and steady as he bent down and settled into the cart. “Thanks for waiting.” 
 
    Dean nodded and pressed the acceleration pedal. Overhead the dark clouds broke open, and heavy raindrops splattered the ground. The cart’s occupants barely had a chance to taste the storm as they slipped into the mountain seconds later. 
 
    A rough-hewn cave ceiling squatted mere inches above Ash’s head. The cart’s headlights lit the way ahead, with more light thrown by the hardhats they wore. It made for a bright scene, but Ash wasn't fooled. The ravenous dark seemed, capable of consuming all the light you gave it, and when you didn't have any more it would reach out and swallow you whole. 
 
    After a few minutes of rolling over broken earth and bits of rock, Dean turned the cart to the right, kept things steady for a moment, then made a left. A rumbling sound began vibrating the air, soon joined by a tumbling fog of dust and coal soot. When the cart's headlight turned right a second time, it lit up the hard working night-shift crew. 
 
    “Digger's really givin' her hell!” Dean yelled once the cart was stopped next to the roofbolting rig. Billy Simms was already prepping the machine and locking yard long drill bits into place. “Let’s get this done, ‘cause I want to get outta here A.S.A. fuckin’ P!” 
 
    Despite not wanting to give the miners’ paranoia credence, Ash couldn’t help but agree. “You and me both.”  
 
    Dean backed the cart up, turned left, and pulled forward until he and Ash were stopped next to the scooper, which was Dean's duty to operate. 
 
    After getting out of the cart, Ash stood up as high as the mine allowed – a painfully pitiful height – and made his way toward a group of men kneeling together and talking while Doug “Digger” Renfro sat with his control panel and operated the continuous miner from a safe distance. The mechanical beast chugged along, scraping out coal with its rolling drum of tungsten carbide teeth. Despite Tyler and Wil calling in sick, work was off to a good start. 
 
    An hour into the shift coal rolled its way out the mine, and Digger was into his second cut. Ready to do his job and make the way forward safe for everyone, Billy drove the roofbolter from controls at the back while his partner Sam guided from the front. Two young guys who’d been hired barely a month ago lugged the continuous miner's electrical cable by hand, making sure it didn't get crimped against a wall or dragged under the machine's treads. They looked to be doing a good job, but suddenly the miner's lights went dark, and it ground to a stop. As Ash looked around to see what went wrong, he noted the conveyor belt wasn't rolling, and the ever-present hum of distant ventilator fans was gone too. 
 
    They’d lost total power. 
 
    Ash duck-walked to a phone loosely secured to a nearby wall and picked up the handset to call their man outside the mine. “Chester? We've lost power! What's going on out there?” 
 
    The phone’s earpiece spat out a blast of noise that made Ash's teeth ache. Through the squealing static, he thought he heard the outside man say, “This rain... Crazy! Like…end times! ... check- ... right back!” Mercifully the noise cut out as Chester hung up. 
 
    Ash glanced over at the scoop operator sitting idle a few yards away. “Dean, head out there and see what's going on.” 
 
    Dean nodded and backed down the tunnel, his headlights chasing after him. Once he was turned, the darkness of the mine crept in closer.  
 
    As the men stood around waiting to hear the news, Ash looked at his lunch pail and wondered if it was too early to eat. He wasn't hungry, but if the generator was having a problem their schedule was about to get screwed, and who knew when they'd be able to stop and eat. He told the men to start their lunch break early. Low cheers tumbled weakly through the mine.  
 
    Several minutes later the phone rang, the sudden sound of it nearly driving Ash’s heart from his chest. When he had the handset to his ear, he heard Chester yelling over the storm. “Boss? You there?” 
 
    “I'm here, Chester. What's goin’ on?” 
 
    Rain and wind squealed from the earpiece like a hurricane. “Hell if I know! The genny looks fine, so I'm gonna need to open her up and take a deeper look! Can you send somebody to help?” 
 
    Ash looked at the phone like it was an alien artifact dug out of the ground. When he glanced down, he noticed a thin stream of rainwater trickling past his feet. “What? I already sent Dean up there. Ain't he with you?” 
 
    “Dean?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dean. He ain't there yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He should be. Go check the entrance. We're gettin’ some water down here, so maybe the scooper's wheels got stuck in some wet grit.” 
 
    “Okay, boss. Be right back.” 
 
    Standing around waiting was not one of Ash's strong suits, but at that moment it was all he could do. The men sat together, eating and chatting in soft voices. Some made jokes, but the laughter that followed sounded hollow. Ash opened his mouth to offer a few reassuring words for his crew, but the phone rang again, interrupting him. 
 
    “Boss! There ain't no sign of Dean! I looked as far into the mine as I could, but I don't see him or the scooper! He must've got turned around somewhere!” 
 
    Ash didn't believe that for a second. Between the scooper and the mine cart, Dean knew his way through the mountain like a rabbit knew its own warren. But, if he wasn't lost, then where was he? 
 
    “All right,” Ash said. “Get back to the genny. I'll send a couple more guys out to help. Hopefully they'll find Dean along the way, and then y'all can get this problem sorted out.” 
 
    A squall of noise blasted from the handset. “Sounds like a plan, boss!” 
 
    Ash hung up and turned to the two young cable carriers. “Either of you know how to operate a mine cart?” 
 
    Both boyish faces nodded. 
 
    “Like drivin' a go-cart, sir,” said Dale, a blond with a too-easy smile  The lanky brunette next to him was Ricky. 
 
    Ash wished his confidence level was higher. “Well, head on out then to help Chester. When you see Dean, pick him up too. Think you two can manage that?” 
 
    Dale and Ricky nodded like dashboard bobble-heads. 
 
    “Then get going. You help Chester get that genny running in the next thirty minutes, and I'll buy you both a pizza when we get out of here.” 
 
    Needing no more encouragement than that, the two kids bumped fists and walked to the mine cart. The battery powered engine sounded like a cat getting kicked off the back porch as they spun the wheels and took off. 
 
    “Okay, y'all,” Ash said to the rest of his men. “Hopefully we'll get this fixed up shortly.”  
 
    The night shift crew nodded over their meals. Out of habit, Ash did a quick head count. When he came up one short, he blinked. Scanning through the gritty faces wasn't easy, so it took a moment to see who wasn't there. “Billy, where's Sam?”  
 
    The roofbolter sat on the ground and chomped into a sandwich. The bread appeared gleaming white compared to his blackened fingers. After gulping down a big swallow of sliced ham, he shrugged his shoulders. “I think he went to take a piss.” 
 
    There wasn't anything unusual about that, but a small chip of ice dropped into Ash's stomach. 
 
    “Wasn't that like six minutes ago?” Digger asked over the lip of his thermos. 
 
    Billy looked at the miner operator, and then at Ash. “I guess. I didn't think about it. Sorry, boss.” 
 
    “Don't be sorry, be fuckin’ smart.” Ash suddenly had the urge to grab the man and choke him to death. Instead, he tilted his head up and called into the darkness. “Sam? Where you at? You better not be taking a shit!” His words echoed through the lengthy system of coal cuts, the sound reflecting at odd times and strange pitches. No other noise came back but the dwindling whine of the mine cart. When several seconds went by without an answer, Ash pointed a thick finger at Billy. “All right, numbnuts, he's your buddy, so go find him.” 
 
    “What?” Billy’s eyes went wide and round. “But–” 
 
    The earth suddenly rumbled and a roar filled the mine with a horrendous noise. Rocks ground together, metal squealed, and beneath that the faint high-pitched warble of human throats screaming in agony. Coal dust billowed toward the miners like a hellish fog from the direction the cart had gone. 
 
    Ash took off in a stooped run. “Come on!” 
 
    The men ran with him, their heavy breathing loud in the tunnel. Half a dozen beams of light bounced crazily off the tunnel walls, jittering so much they were nearly useless. A minute later red and white reflective tape flashed ahead of them.  
 
    “Hurry!” Ash pumped his arms and legs as fast as he could. He barely had enough breath in him to shout. By the time he made it to the cart, he felt ready to pass out. 
 
    A massive slab of shale smothered the mine cart, its orange paint and crumpled metal frame barely recognizable under dust and loose bits of rock. It had fared much better than the two men in it, however. One body lay half out like he'd tried throwing himself out of the way, his face beaten to an unrecognizable bloody pulp. All Ash could see of the other was a purple-shaded hand peeking out from the left side of the cart. He rushed to the rock and started lifting. 
 
    I think that's Dale, he thought as his helmet light swept across exposed dirty blond hair. He couldn't remember which kid had sat on which side of the cart, but Dale's hardhat – while doing nothing to save his face from being mangled – had protected his skull enough to make identifying him possible. 
 
    “Hurry!” Digger shouted as he leaped in next to Ash. “I think this un's still alive!” 
 
    Ash's arms and legs strained to move the block of shale, but his eyes never left Dale's ruined face. Deep cuts ran down his forehead and cheeks, and blood dribbled off his chin in thick drops. His left eye was destroyed, leaving the socket behind it a vacant dark red hole, but his other eye seemed okay as it moved in small, jittery motions. A deep gouge tore through the soft tissue of his nose, flaying open his left nostril like a butterfly shrimp. Below it his lips were battered strips of flesh that couldn't hide his shattered teeth and bloody gums. Weak sound bubbled from his throat. 
 
    Every available fiber of muscle was put against the shale slab, every hand and shoulder. The mine filled with grunts. The men knew it could have easily been them under that shale, dead or dying, and if it had they'd want their friends and coworkers to do all they could to save them. So they did, grunting and crying and cursing all the while. But, try as they did, the rock didn’t move an inch. It easily weighed a thousand pounds. To save Dale’s life they needed help.  
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Ash turned and ran back to the phone.  
 
    His helmet light swept the darkness in crazy swings as his tired legs pumped, lighting the dark yet revealing nothing. As he neared a turn, his light touched a pair of brown work boots peeking from a corner. The uneven wall hid who wore them. Panicked that someone else might be hurt, Ash scrambled toward the boots. When he rounded the turn, he saw Sam standing in the dark. His face was calm, his eyes still and unblinking. 
 
    “Sam!” A wave of relief washed over Ash. “Thank God! Come on, we need your help!” 
 
    Sam didn't move, didn't say a word. All he did was stare. 
 
    “Did you hear me? We've got people hurt over here, so snap out of it and let's go!” 
 
    But Sam didn't snap out of it, or move, or speak. His eyes were immovable as they bored into Ash. The bolter didn’t seem hurt, he wasn't bleeding or bruised, but his skin – where it could be seen past clothing and coal dust – was porcelain white, while his lips and the skin beneath his eyes was dark, as though cave shadows had settled on his face and refused to leave. And his eyes, which Ash could have sworn were blue, seemed as black as the mine around them. He looked sick, cold, almost…drowned. Gooseflesh broke out on Ash's arms and back. 
 
    “Sam, talk to me.” He took a small step forward. 
 
    Sam moved backward, the motion so smooth it seemed as if his feet didn’t move. Then Sam's lips parted, the graying bits of flesh forming words Ash instinctively knew he didn’t want to hear. “I've seen it, Ash. I've seen the heart of the mountain in my dreams. It's so beautiful.” 
 
    Pain lanced through the center of Ash's head, making him wince. He suddenly felt loose, untethered. Nothing made sense. Death lay behind him, and ahead of him lurked something… other. His thoughts were hard to control, keep order of. Desperate to feel something real, he curled up his right hand and punched the stone wall nearby. The pain was intense but clarifying. 
 
    “Sam, I don't know what's going on, but we're getting out of here. When the sun comes up, we'll get this mess sorted.” 
 
    Instead of doing as he was told, Sam smiled, his steely lips bowing in a way that made Ash nauseous. “No more.” Sam glided backward into the darkness as smoothly as fog drifting from a lake to blanket the shore in wet silence. “No more sun for us, Ash. Only shadows…forever.” 
 
    A new jolt of pain hit Ash's head, striking his forehead like a spike. He clenched his teeth and howled, but the sound was lost as the mine trembled under the falling of more stone. 
 
    The miners behind Ash screamed, the mountain screamed, and Ash couldn't tell one from the other as dark rock tumbled from the ceiling to pound the cave floor. He saw movement everywhere, legs and arms and rock, dust washing over everything like nuclear fallout. Ash ducked his head and ran without knowing where he was going, his hard hat light useless in the dusty chaos. He was blind, confused, chasing ghosts. 
 
    “Stop running.” Sam's whisper rang loudly in Ash’s head. “The Ancient awakens.” 
 
    Ash spun around and swung his hands out to push Sam away, but no one was there, and he tripped over his own stumbling feet. His elbows crashed into the ground.  
 
    “Digger!” he yelled. “You out there? Digger! Billy! Anyone!” 
 
    The only replies were distant screams. As he turned down one cut section of mountain and then another, the sound of roaring changed. It was hard to tell at first, as it all seemed like one long grinding noise, but after a few seconds he heard a mechanical sound beneath it.  
 
    The miner, he thought. The continuous miner's on! We have power! 
 
    Latching onto that thought like a man reaching for a branch as he careened down a raging river, Ash stopped to gauge where he was. With practiced ears, he turned left and right, noted a slight change in the noise to his right, and ran that direction. Shadows pulled at him as he ran, inky fingers grasping for his clothes, his arms, his legs. His light crossed from rocky wall to floor to ceiling, but the center of his vision was dark, a hole that had no end. All he could do was run. 
 
    Eventually, lights appeared in the far distance. They were dim, like the first stars at dusk, but to Ash they were the most beautiful things he’d ever seen, and with that wonderful sight came the relief of the cave finally seeming to settle. As he got closer, he saw they were the safety lights on the back of the continuous miner. At the front of it was the rolling drum of metal teeth as it churned deeper into the mountain. In confusion Ash looked around to see how or why the metal beast was operating, and as his hard hat light swept to the right what he found hit him like a punch to the gut, dropping him to his knees. 
 
    Bodies littered the ground like empty fast food containers. Some were crushed by rocks, their heads reduced to pulp or their chests caved in so savagely internal organs erupted from their mouths. Others looked normal save for their pale skin and vacant stares. The worst of it was Digger. The miner operator sat on the floor, his legs crossed and his hands on the continuous miner's control panel sitting in his lap. He faced away from Ash, and Ash was glad for that. He didn't want to see the miner.  The Bluestone Mine was filled with the stench of the dead, and shadows crept over it all, even him.  
 
    The continuous miner suddenly emitted a horrific sound. In it he heard dogs barking, rotted trees crashing in deep woods, glaciers cracking in half, meteors screaming to the ground. It was a noise like the end of the world. The digging drum rolled and rolled until the mountain in front of it gave way beneath a rushing wave of water as dark as the shadows around it.  
 
    His mind overloaded by pain and terror, Ash couldn’t move as the water reached for him with wet, hungry fingers. Seconds later the wave crashed into him like a wrecking ball, and his body pounded against the mine’s walls, scraped against the floor and ceiling. His bones shattered and his flesh tore, and through it all he screamed. When he had no more breath left, the mountain water rushed down his throat, filling his lungs, his throat, his stomach. The darkness was within him and without. Death laid cold fingers on his chest. But, before his heart could stop beating, he heard a terrible voice whispering in his mind, telling him secrets older than time, and as dreams of flame and flood filled his head, his body became something new, something else.  
 
    In the darkness of the water he smiled and stared with dark eyes into the heart of the mountain. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    PLEASE COME HOME. IM SCARED. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked down at the text message on his phone for the fifth time in an hour as he drove the rented Jeep Wrangler north on Highway 856. A sign reading STILLWATER - 5 MILES flashed by on the right in a green rectangular smear as rain clawed jagged streaks across the windshield. Six years ago he'd put that sign in his rearview mirror with a promise that he'd never look at it again, and now here he was, going back on his word. His sister Taylor was the only person who could make him return to the one place he swore he'd never come back to. 
 
    The text message was only the latest in a month-long string of messages from his little sister about their dad. Those who lived in the shadows of the Appalachians were a hard people, and those who made their livelihood in the cramped darkness of the coal mines were harder still, but Gus Mason was a hard man even by those standards. A young Kyle had often watched his dad wash away a long day down in the dark with a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon, his eyes glued to the blurry images on their television while the rest of the world faded away. A lot of abused children would have seen Gus's apathy as a blessing, but Kyle didn't. He knew, deep down in his heart, that his dad didn't love him or his sister, probably didn't even love his wife, and the sting of that apathy hurt as much as a slap to the face. If the emails and text message were right and their dad had become physical, then the situation could quickly become more serious than what Taylor had told him about. 
 
    Since Kyle’s Army unit was Stateside and not due to head back to the sand for months yet, taking some annual leave had been as simple as filling out paperwork and handing it to his platoon's First Sergeant. Two plane rides and a car rental later, here he was, driving back to Stillwater, West Virginia, wishing like hell he wasn't. Fat gray clouds overhead pissed on the world, mirroring his mood.  
 
    Ahead of him a car sat parked on the side of the road with its hazard lights flashing. It was the first vehicle he'd seen for miles – either coming or going – so the sudden appearance of the broken down car was surprising. Kyle wasn't sure what sort of tools the rented Jeep came with, but he had his two hands, and was always willing to help if needed. He lifted his foot off the gas pedal and let the vehicle coast to a stop. 
 
    Seen up close, he wasn't sure where to even start figuring out what might be wrong. The Honda Civic looked like it was twenty hard and weary years old, the red paint faded and chipped where it wasn't freckled with Bondo spots. The balding tires were small enough to dunk in a cup of coffee, but as he looked the car over he noticed that the front passenger side was dipped, indicating a flat tire. It was a good thing he'd come along, because if there wasn't a spare in that clunker's trunk, the walk to anywhere able to help was a long one, especially in the rain. 
 
    In the driver’s seat sat a woman with a cell phone up to her left ear and her free hand pummeling the steering wheel. Whoever was on the other end of the call was getting a scorching earful. She was pretty, from what little he could see of her face, with skin a creamy coffee color and hair a riot of black curls that fell to the shoulders of a silky black blouse. When she turned and noticed his parked Jeep, strikingly blue eyes lit up in surprise. 
 
    “Need any help?” He gave a friendly wave and exaggerated his pronunciation so that she could tell what he was saying. 
 
    The skin between her eyes bunching together as her upper lip twitched. He thought she was mad at him for having the gall to stop and attempt to be helpful, but she quickly turned her head and hit the steering wheel again as she pulled the phone around so that she could yell directly into the mouthpiece. Once she was done speaking her shoulders sagged and her eyes closed. When she reopened them a moment later, she turned back to Kyle and waved him forward repeatedly while shaking her head hard enough to send her curls bouncing.  
 
    Kyle paused, the Good Samaritan in him unwilling to leave a stranded woman on the side of the road, but she was a big girl, and if she didn't want his help, he wasn't going to push it on her. It was the Twenty-First Century, after all. He waved back and nodded, then slipped the Jeep into DRIVE and rolled away. He had enough problems without carrying other peoples’ burdens. In a few miles he'd be back in Stillwater, and soon after that he'd be knocking on his parents' door. He wasn't looking forward to any of it, so the sooner he got there and sorted the situation out, the sooner he could put the town behind him once and for all. 
 
      
 
    “An hour?” Maya fumed. “To come out and change a flat tire? Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    Her left hand ached from the tight grip she held on her cell phone, and the heel of her right palm was red from repeatedly hitting her car's steering wheel. If she'd had a neck in front of her she'd have strangled it with a smile, especially the neck of the idiot on the other end of the phone. 
 
    From the corner of her left eye Maya noticed headlights come to a stop next to her window. She turned her head hoping it was the insurance company's courtesy truck pulling up in spite of what the agent just said, but it wasn't. Instead she saw a guy sitting in spiffy looking Jeep waving at her and talking like she could hear him. Part of her was glad that someone was nice enough to stop and offer help, but a larger part – despite being nearly twenty-four years old – remembered all the warnings her parents had given her about strange men, even the friendly looking ones. 
 
    “There's no need for that kind of language, ma'am.” The voice’s prissy tone drove into her ear like a long, rusty nail. “I'm only trying to be of assistance.” 
 
    A sharp laugh shot out of Maya's mouth. “Yeah, right. My insurance company telling me I have to wait an hour to get someone out to help me isn't exactly what I'd call assistance.” 
 
    “I understand your frustration, ma'am.” The customer service agent’s placating tones made her want to scream. “The closest courtesy truck to you is in Welch, but at the moment they're helping another customer, so the best estimate I have of how quickly they can get to you is an hour. You might get lucky and get help sooner, but I'd rather not underestimate the time and have you angry even more.” 
 
    Maya's jaw muscles jumped as she pressed her molars together. “Trust me, I don't think it’s possible for me to be more angry than I am right now.” 
 
    A distant sigh fluttered against her ear like a moth batting its wings in a jar. “I understand, ma'am. Let me see if our service technician thinks he can hurry along to you a bit faster. Please hold.” 
 
    Maya took the phone in both hands like it was a lifeline being pulled away from her. “No, please don't put me on ho—” 
 
    A loud click followed by soft jazz cut her off. She closed her eyes and wondered what the universe had against her. Whatever she'd done in a past life, she was sorry as all hell for it. 
 
    When she reopened her eyes, the Jeep was still beside her, and the guy driving it looked at her like a dog eager to please. His dirty blond hair and blue eyes set off a handsome face, and to her surprise she noticed a barely perceptible aura the color of sun-dappled water glittering against his skin. It was a good sign. Most people didn’t have auras strong enough to see, and if they did they were usually grim and dark. In any other situation she would have been tempted to roll down her window and flirt. Flirting, though, was the last thing on her mind. All her energies were focused on getting her insurance company to provide a service she paid them for; paid – she might add – just so she could avoid dicey situations like this. So, hoping he understood her and didn't take offense, she waved him off and pointed in the direction they were both headed. He didn't leave immediately, so she waved faster until he eventually got the hint and drove on. As taillights pulled away she hoped she hadn't made a huge mistake. 
 
    “All right, I think I have good news for you.” The customer service broke through a sleepy rendition of “Dream A Little Dream Of Me.” “Our service technician informed me that he has completed his job in Welch and will be on his way to you shortly. He should be at your location in thirty minutes.” 
 
    Maya's mother once told her that she should be grateful for favors, even the small ones, so she resisted the impulse to curse and bang on the steering wheel again. “Alright, if that's the best you can do. It's not like I have much choice.” 
 
    “Very well then. Before we disconnect, I'd like to ask you a few questions about the level of service I've provi—” 
 
    Maya hung up before he could finish. She'd gotten all she could out of him, and hearing him drone on was something she refused to do. With the call over, she plugged her phone into the car charger and set it down in a cup holder to cool off. She was half surprised it wasn't crushed. She then turned on the car radio and settled into her seat to wait out the minutes until help arrived. As she thought about the service tech, her mind went to the flat tire, then went to the spare tire hidden away in the hatchback, then to the pile of equipment sitting on top of it. 
 
    “What did I do to deserve this?” she asked the empty air before reaching for the latch that unlocked the hatchback. The last thing she needed was some mechanic seeing her gear and asking what it was for. She didn't like talking about her job, especially with strangers, so if she wanted to avoid an awkward conversation she knew she'd have to move all of the cameras, laptop, night vision goggles, and EM meters to the back seat. That meant getting out into the rain and walking around in sandals that weren't meant for muddy potholes. Hoping to avoid that had been half the reason she'd called for help in the first place. Not knowing the first thing about changing a tire was the other half. 
 
    Knowing that she had no other alternative, Maya sighed, grit her teeth together, and opened her car door. The only bright spot in that dismal moment was knowing that somewhere up above her father was chuckling his ghostly ass off. 
 
    “Real funny, Dad.” She put her feet through the door and stood up. “Real damn funny.” 
 
    As the last word passed her lips, the drizzle of rain turned into a downpour. The noise it made hitting the roof of her car sounded oddly like laughter.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Stillwater looked worse than Kyle remembered, an aging coma patient waiting for someone to come along and pull the plug. It hadn't always been that way, though. To hear the old timers tell it, Stillwater had once been a boomtown riding a coal train to fortune and glory. Once prospectors saw how rich the area was with coal, they built a dam across Stillwater Creek to create a water reservoir, and erected the town of Stillwater on the other side. In those early days, a lot of coal was dug and a lot of money was made, though those who did the digging never seemed to get a fair amount of the riches made from their sweat and broken backs.  
 
    Eventually, though, the veins of coal died out, and the town died out with them. In West Virginia, this was nothing new. The state is riddled with empty towns populated by ghosts and the faint oily scent of coal. Those who could afford to pack up and move did so. Those who couldn't, like his family, turned to the mines that were still operating in the surrounding counties. It made for long drives, but folks did what they had to do.  
 
    Kyle’s folks had assumed he would work in the mines when he graduated, slogging away in the dark with his dad. Kyle had assumed the same thing until the day his father came home early with a back so hurt tears poured down his face. It was the first time he'd seen his dad cry. There’d been a lot of self-pity in those tears, and more than a little anger and resentment. 
 
    Rita Mason was the glue that held the family together, a fair woman who deserved better but didn't have the good sense to know it. Kyle loved her, but he hated her too. She'd lived under the same roof, felt the same apathy and neglect, but instead of taking her children and striking out for a better life – and, really, anything would have been better than living with Gus Mason – she lowered her chin and took it. Her children took it too. 
 
    Taylor had been the one shining light in their house. Eight years younger than Kyle, she'd been light and happy and joyful, a dandelion floating on her own breeze. Kyle had done all he could to care for her, gave her the love she needed, bought her what toys and trinkets he could afford. She was the only reason he’d considered staying in Stillwater. In the end, it hadn't been enough. The memory of his father, broken and hurt and miserable, was just too powerful. What made leaving bearable was knowing that she was strong, like him, and she’d be able to deal with their father until her own moment of freedom came. But now something felt different. Their father had changed, and he wanted to find out why. 
 
    Kyle turned down one street after another, driving mostly on muscle memory, until he eventually crossed onto King Drive His parents’ house lay two driveways down on the left. He’d driven the hard packed dirt road more times than he cared to think about, but it felt different now. The shadows under carports and door eves seemed darker, and wind pushed against the Jeep like it was warning him away. 
 
    The parking apron in front of his parents' house was empty. That wasn't unusual. They only owned one vehicle, and his dad needed it to drive back and forth to work. Empty or not, he didn’t feel right pulling onto the apron, so Kyle stopped on the street. Parking on the apron felt too...familiar. 
 
    When the Jeep stopped, he slipped it into PARK, turned off the engine, and allowed himself one solitary sigh to brace himself before he opened the door. When his feet hit the walkway leading to the front door, he felt like gongs should have sounded. He almost felt the vibrations in his feet, the chipped and dirty concrete path trying to reject him before he could take another step. 
 
    “You don't have to like it any more than I do,” he told the walkway, then continued on. The rain lightened, but that didn't make his journey any easier. When he finally arrived at the front door, he felt like he'd walked a mile. That was nothing to the weight that pressed down on him as he raised his right hand and rang the doorbell.  
 
    The woman who opened the door wasn't his mother. She had the same vague shape, the same penciled-on eyebrows and beauty mark above the right side of her frowning mouth, but it wasn't her. Rita Mason was a smiler, a woman who carried sunshine on her face even when the darkest clouds gathered. The woman at the door was pallid and stooped, while his mom had been a proud woman, maybe too proud, who always stood straight and square shouldered. The woman standing behind the screen door looked something like what he remembered, but with none of the life, the light. This wasn't the mother he’d driven away from six years ago, and her first words confirmed it. 
 
    “Well hell, look what the rain washed in. What do you want?” 
 
    The breath Kyle hadn’t realized he’d held whooshed out of him. “Wow. Love you too, Mom.” 
 
    Instead of replying, she dug around in the pockets of her apron, the one she always wore when she cleaned house, and dragged out a pack of Royal Flush cigarettes and a yellow plastic lighter. Kyle felt another punch hit his middle. His dad had been a smoker since before Kyle was born, but his mom had never touched them, not once. Yet here she was, her thin fingers pulling out a smoke and jamming it between her pale lips like she’d done it all her life. The lighter took a few flicks before a flame caught and turned the end of the cigarette bright red. She blew a few puffs of smoke from the left side of her closed lips and pocketed the lighter. Kyle's stomach turned, and not just because of the cigarette's stench. 
 
    “When did you start smoking?” 
 
    “About ten minutes after you drove off,” she replied without missing a beat. 
 
    He felt like a boxer getting worked across the ribcage. “So you smoking is my fault?” 
 
    “You can take the blame, or you can leave it on the porch.” She took the cigarette from her lips and filling the air between them with a foul blue-gray cloud. “Don't much matter to me either way.” 
 
    The sense of disconnection Kyle felt as he drove into town was nothing compared to what he felt standing before the woman who had once patched up his skinned knees and took all the pain away with a wink and a kiss. Now was just a shadow in the darkness of the doorway. His childhood suddenly seemed like a dream of someone else's life. 
 
    “I'm not here to fight.” He tucked his hands into his pants pockets. “Can I come in?” 
 
    His mother stared at him, her eyes still and unblinking for several long seconds, but then she shrugged, turned from the door, and shuffled away. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    The screen door opened with a rusty grown, and he held it as it closed behind him so that the spring connecting the door to the doorframe didn't slam it shut. The inside of the house was dark and smelled musty. There were a few new pictures here and there on the walls – all of them of Taylor – and a decoration or two he didn't recall being there, but all in all the hallway leading away from the front door looked more or less the way he remembered, as did the small square living room. It was the same, yet like his mother and the rest of the town, it wasn't. Everything, from the wobbly ceiling fan to the brown shag carpeting, seemed dusted in a thin layer of grim. Wide dark stains soiled the prehistoric couch cushions like bruises. 
 
    “Don't bother looking in your old room.” His mom flopped down on the left side of the couch. It was the closest place to sit next to his dad's worn out green recliner. “Your dad stores all his crap in there now.” 
 
    Between the two pieces of furniture stood an end table, on which sat a glass of tea and two ashtrays, each one spilling over with crinkled butts. He noticed the tea didn't have any ice in it, and the glass wasn't sweating. First the smoking, and now lukewarm tea. This has to be a pod person, he thought with a sad chuckle. Has to be. 
 
    “I didn't come to see my room.” He considered taking a seat on the other end of the couch, but the dark stain on the cushion kept him on his feet. “I came to talk to Dad. Where is he? It's after five. He get a second job or something?” 
 
    His mother snorted harshly. “Yeah, right. He's probably still at the mine. They got him workin' later and later every day. He goes in at the same time he's always done, but every night I stand around wondering when he'll finally show. I better see a bump in his paycheck, or there'll be hell to pay, I tell ya that right now.” 
 
    “Working late?” Mine work was nothing if not predictable, at least as far as the hours went. But if it wasn't work, what could it be? Alternatives were limited, and none of them good. “You don't think he'd...?” He couldn't bear to finish the question. 
 
    “What, cheat?” His mother's graying lips broke into a sneer. “Your daddy ain't exactly a man of great passion. He sure as hell ain't gonna be out there chasing around what I can barely give away.” 
 
    Bile burned Kyle's throat at hearing his mother talk about their sex life. It was another sign of how much she’d changed since he left. The woman he'd known wouldn't have said shit if she'd had a mouth full of it. 
 
    “Wow, Mom, that's way more than I needed to know.” 
 
    She puffed on her cigarette. “You asked.” 
 
    “Fine. Is Taylor here then?” 
 
    He tried to ask the question as nonchalantly as he could, but the sentence had barely left his lips before his mother squinted her eyes and stared into the back of his head, her hands as still as an ice sculpture with the cigarette halfway between the ashtray and her mouth. Like a dog sniffing out rats, she'd clued to his intentions directly. 
 
    “So that's it.” She stamped out the cigarette in the ashtray and rose from the couch. “What, did she call you? Say that life here was gettin' too hard? That we wasn't lettin' her go out there and sin herself straight to hell? Is that it? 'Cause if it is, you can just climb back into that shiny Jeep you got out there and get the hell outta here. She may be a dyke, but she's still my daughter, and if anyone is gonna make her right with the Lord, it's gonna be me.” 
 
    Feeling like a roundhouse punch socked him straight in the jaw, Kyle staggered back a step and shook his head. “Dyke? What are you talking about?” 
 
    A dark light lit up his mother's eyes, and the smile spreading across her face disturbed him. “Oh, she didn't tell you? And here I thought you two was so tight, just thick as thieves. Surprise, surprise.” 
 
    The sickness that rolled around in Kyle's stomach started burning, and the anger felt better, felt easier, so he latched onto it for strength. “Maybe you could stop being a bitch for two seconds and tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    His mother either didn't understand what he'd said, or it didn't bother her, because she kept on smiling that sick smile. “Your sister's a dyke, son. A lesbo, a...what do they call it...carpetmuncher. She's gay as a rainbow, and apparently she don't care who knows it, 'cept you maybe. Funny about that.” 
 
    “Just shut the fuck up.” Kyle shook his head and held up his hands. He'd had enough, and he wasn't going to listen to one more second of his mother's haranguing. “Taylor hasn't said a word to me about being gay, but even if she is, so what? She's still my sister, and I'm not going to have you talk that way about her.” 
 
    “Oh, now that's funny.” His mom laughed and put her hands on her hips. “I'd have thought a big bad Army boy like you would be more horrified than we were. Don't they keep faggots out of the military, condition all you boys to kill 'em on sight or somethin'?” 
 
    Kyle snorted and rolled his eyes. “No.” 
 
    “Well hell, then we should probably just roll out the welcome mat for those commie chinks then.” His mother pulled out another cigarette and lit it. “Or, is that why you joined up? You and your sister more alike than we thought?” 
 
    The fire in Kyle's stomach exploded, and he took two thunderous steps toward his mother. Instead of cowering or showing fear, she laughed, her pallid face like a gargoyle’s. That stopped him in his tracks. She looked so small and petty to him, so unlike the woman he remembered, and it sickened him to see what had been lost.  
 
    “Mom, I don't know what happened to you. If it was me leaving that turned you into this, then I'm really sorry. But whatever the fuck is going on, the only thing I care about is seeing how Taylor is. Either you tell me, right now, or I'll go drive around until I find her. Cut the shit and try being a decent human being for a minute, if that's possible.” 
 
    For a fleeting moment Kyle saw pain and a hint of the person she'd once been filter through his mother's eyes. It was there, like a break in the clouds, but vanished just as quickly, and in her darkness she puffed on her cigarette and tucked her left arm under her apron covered breasts. 
 
    “Hell fire, I sent her over to Cubby's to get a carton of cigarettes. Happy now?” 
 
    Cubby's Convenience Store was a couple miles away on the other end of King Street. Not the cleanest place in the world, but back in the day it'd had a Street Fighter cabinet in it, and he'd dropped more than his fair share of allowance into its mechanical guts. The idea that his mother had sent a minor over there to get cigarettes, though, was nearly enough to make him blow his top. 
 
    “What the fuck were you thinking? She's not eighteen yet! They won't sell her shit. They might even call the cops and have you arrested for having her try. Not that that sounds like a bad thing.” 
 
    His mother rolled her eyes. “She's been gettin' us smokes for years now, so you can stop with the drama. 'Sides, Cubby's son Beau runs the register now after work, and he's sweet on her, so he cuts her a few extra packs. Stupid sombitch thinks she wants what he's got.” She laughed until it turned into coughs and her face turned red as she got control of herself again. “That dumb nut didn't roll far from the tree, let me tell you.” 
 
    Knowing there wasn't any further reason to be there, Kyle shook his head and turned to leave. Over his shoulder he said, “Tell Taylor I'll be by later to see her.” 
 
    He opened the front door with a hard twist and a yank, then threw the screen door wide open. His mother followed him down the hallway, and he hoped the screen door would slam in her face. He half turned as he stepped off the small concrete porch, then frowned as his mother caught the door. 
 
    “Don't bother.” She waved the cigarette around, leaving zig-zagging smoke trails in the air. “She may be your sister, but I'm her mother, and I say what goes on so far as she's concerned. You been out of our lives for six years, and we don't need you back in it, so get gone. We won't open our door to you again.” 
 
    Kyle opened his mouth to tell her what he thought of that bullshit, but the rattling of bike tires over cracked asphalt caught his attention. When he turned toward the sound he saw a familiar young woman rolling toward him on a bike too small for her, a carton of cigarettes in the front basket and a plastic bottle of soda in her left hand. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Taylor coasted into the yard. “Kyle? Is that you?” 
 
    Just as his mother was someone he barely recognized, so was his sister, but with Taylor it was completely different. He'd left a chubby little girl behind, her hair usually a rat's nest of curls and her hands always covered in dirt from playing outside, but the young lady she'd grown into was nothing like that. Even seated on the bike he could tell she was nearly as tall as he was, and a bit too thin. Her reddish blond hair was still curly, but she'd learned how to wear it so that it framed her round, pretty face. Gone were the Osh Kosh B'Gosh overalls, and instead she wore faded jeans that rode too low on her hips and a t-shirt with a picture of Lady Gaga covering the front of it. Her hands were long-fingered, and her dirty nails were replaced by alternating pink and black polish. She was as precious to look at as a baby bug, but the best part was her eyes. They were clear and blue and clean, everything their mother's weren't. She still had light in her, still had life. It was a relief. 
 
    “Hey, baby sister.” He opened his arms. 
 
    Taylor stopped the bike five feet from him, jumped off it, and ran into his hug. When he held her, he felt some of the darkness of Stillwater lift from him. She smelled wonderfully of vanilla and sweat. A bit of his heart broke when they eventually parted, but it healed again when he saw her smiling up at him. 
 
    “You came.” A wry smirk curved her lips. “You really came. That's awesome.” 
 
    Behind her Kyle saw their mother stomp across the yard and bend over the front of the ditched bike. When she stood back up she had a carton and several loose packs of cigarettes in her hands. 
 
    “Enjoy this little family reunion, 'cause it's gonna be the last one you get for awhile. Kyle was just leavin'.” 
 
    Panic blossomed in Taylor's eyes, and she clutched her bottled cola tightly in her hands. “What? But...but you just got here. I—” 
 
    “You've got homework that needs doin'.” Their mother broke in. “That's what you got. And then you got school tomorrow, and then more homework, and I know there's plenty you need to tend to around the house. You ain't got time for your brother or nothin' else. Now get inside and get to studyin'.” 
 
    Taylor barely opened her mouth before her mother grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the front door. Kyle was furious, but there was little he could do. He wasn’t her guardian or had any legal right to stop them. Instead he caught Taylor's attention and held his hand up to his head in a I'll-call-you-later gesture and then crossed his heart when their mother turned away to open the screen door. Taylor nodded as her mother pushed her inside. 
 
    “And I'll only say this one more time.” His mother stood in the doorway, her apron heaving from her sudden exertions.  “Leave. You’re not wanted here. The town doesn’t want you!”  
 
    Her feelings made perfectly clear, she stepped into the house and slammed the front door closed. The screen door clattered in the doorframe. 
 
    Part of Kyle wanted to laugh at her strange pronouncement – The town doesn’t want me? – but it was crushed beneath the part that wanted to cry over how wrong everything had turned out. He'd left Stillwater because he wanted a better future than what the mines had in store for him, thinking that whatever ills their father's apathy delivered to Taylor would be made up by their mother's love. Instead, both of his parents had spiraled out of control, and Taylor had been left to find a way to survive them both. Kyle felt torn to his soul, and he hated what his selfishness had wrought. The only thing he could do now was make right what little he could, and if that meant petitioning the courts for Taylor's custody, he'd do it. Oh yes he would.  
 
    This isn't over by a damn sight, he thought. 
 
    Since he had nothing else to do at the moment, Kyle walked to the Jeep and started it up. If he was going to be in Stillwater for a while, he needed a place to stay. Since Stillwater only had one motel, the choice of where to go was fairly easy. He hit the gas and steered toward Tazwell Street and the Smoky Mountain Motel. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    As Maya crested a hill overlooking Stillwater, she pulled over to the side of the road, making sure she didn't run over any glass or sharp pieces of metal. Below her, Stillwater looked like a decaying fish in a green sea of basswood and white ash trees. Along the western edge of the town ran a narrow river that once upon a time – according to everything she’d read before starting this little adventure – had been much wider, with half the town sitting where it used to flow. That had been before the dam was built, which she could just barely see several miles north of town. Beyond the dam lay the Stillwater Reservoir surrounded by deep forest that blanketed mountain after mountain for as far as the eye could see. It was a breathtaking sight, even with the heavily overcast sky and spattering of rain.  
 
    Hidden somewhere in those mountains, though, concealed behind the beauty of trees and waters, was a secret. Even if weeks of internet searching and phone calls hadn’t told her things were wrong in Stillwater, being this close to the town she felt the malevolence of it in her bones. It felt like a song played out of tune, the hum of it vibrating inside her, making her sick to her stomach. Something was very much wrong with this town, and she planned on finding out just what it was. Discovering secrets was her mission; not just for Stillwater, but her life. 
 
    Now that she had a basic lay of the land she put the car back in DRIVE and continued north. The closer she got to town, the more she sensed the darkness beneath it. Far away it sounded like a distant hum, but quickly it became more than that, more than she’d ever experienced before. She could practically smell it, a sickly sour scent that made her think of animal carcasses covered in fungus. After a few minutes the smell was nearly forgotten, as a bad scent often was when a person smelled it long enough, but the hum in her bones remained. 
 
    Rain turned the town into a ruined painting in her windshield as she crossed a set of railroad tracks and turned onto Tazwell Street. Before Maya drove too far she parked in front of a closed down store, HURLEY'S HARDWARE barely legible on the cracked sign resting above the storefront, and pulled out a Google Map of the town she'd stuffed in her purse. On it she'd marked places she wanted to visit, among them the library, the town hall, and the cemetery – they were the usual locations a person could get local area information from. 
 
    She checked her cell phone – she had one tiny bar of service – and saw it was almost five in the evening. That took the town hall and library off the list since both of them closed at 4PM according to the people she'd spoken with before making the drive to Stillwater. That narrowed her options considerably. But, when you wanted to know the history of a place beyond what you could find online, there were other ways to get it.  
 
    Maya looked up from the map to scan the street. A couple blocks down she spied half a dozen rusting vehicles parked in front of a brick building. WOODY’S DINER was painted on the windows in flaking broad strokes. It was just the place she needed. 
 
    Finding a parking space wasn't hard, so she slid into the first available spot. Before getting out of the car she reached into the backseat and grabbed a digital recorder. According to its display she had plenty of battery life and enough memory for twenty-six hours of recording. She slipped the device in her purse, careful to make sure it stayed powered on and that the microphone was pointing up, and then opened her car door. The metal squealed sharply, setting her teeth on edge. With her car locked and secured, she drew her purse strap over her shoulder and walked the short length of cracked sidewalk to the diner.  
 
    When she opened the diner’s door, a cloud of anger and hatred billowed over her like smoke from a burning building. She nearly fell over from it, but she managed to hold herself up long enough to see what had caused it. Inside the diner were eight white people – four split into two booths to the left, and the other four seated at the counter running along the diner's right side. All of them turned to look at her as she stepped over the threshold, and for a fleeting moment she swore their eyes were black empty sockets surrounded by deathly gray faces. To hide her fright she closed her eyes and shook her head. When she reopened them the diner patrons had eyes once again, but their skin had a nauseating pastiness, and the storm cloud of animosity still whirled in the air of the diner. She wasn’t entirely sure what caused the negative atmosphere, but she figured she might have an idea about part of it. 
 
    Back home in Memphis her red skirt and black blouse would have been perfectly normal, but in Stillwater the skirt's hem being above her knees was probably scandalous, as was the open neck of the blouse and the fair amount of cleavage it showed. Her black sandals were sensible, though, and for that small mercy she was grateful. She figured the small West Virginia town didn’t see too many black people. The fact that her father was white probably wouldn't have raised her stock any. Her skin was darker than theirs, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Still, racism aside – though it wasn’t ever – that couldn’t account for the things she felt clawing at her mind as she walked to the nearby counter and took a seat. The atmosphere was too charged for that, too…she searched for the right word…imbedded. Everything was coated with it, like the counter around a cooktop slimy with grease and congealed bacon fat. As her hands settled on the counter she felt darkness in the chipped Formica, sensed it in the vinyl seat beneath her. There was evil in this place, and it was more than human. Much more. She bet if she dug down into the soil she’d find more of it, straight down to the bedrock. The evil in Stillwater was far worse than she’d imagined, and she’d only just arrived. 
 
    Maya, what in the hell have you gotten yourself into? she wondered, not for the first time. 
 
    The waitress shuffling toward her from behind the counter didn’t look like she was the head of the town’s welcome wagon. Her bare lips were set in a slanted smirk, and eyes the color of used dishwater peered out at Maya from beneath bottle blond hair, dark roots splitting her scalp like a hatchet wound. She had the same dull tone to her skin as the rest of the people in the diner had. A greasy white apron struggled to cover her gut and heavy, sagging breasts. Frayed jeans rode low on her hips, exposing a roll of fat riddled with stretch marks like a road map of poor choices. The name badge pinned to her chest read DOLORES. 
 
    “What do you want?” Dolores didn't bother getting her order pad out. 
 
    Maya wasn’t sure, all thoughts of eating now gone. Between the horrible vibes and the sullen diner, she didn’t imagine she’d eat anything until she was back home. But, she still had a job to do, so she plastered on a smile, checked her bag to make sure the recorder was on, and got on with it. “This place looks amazing, and I'm really hungry. How are your burgers?” 
 
    Dolores pursed her lips and snorted. “Like everything else we got – greasy.” 
 
    Maya’s fake grin widened. “That sounds...great.” 
 
    “I bet,” Dolores replied with a smile that stayed far away from her eyes. “You want fries with that?” 
 
    Fries were the last thing Maya wanted. She thought of the digital recorder in her purse and wished like hell it was a gun instead. “No, Ma'am, just the burger.” 
 
    Dolores nodded, the fat in her neck squishing together like a dog's chew toy, then turned to shout at the kitchen. “Dean, order up! One burger!” When that was done she looked back at Maya, and again Maya saw a flash of black eyes leading down to darkness so old it seemed outside of time. Delores ran thick fingers through her oily hair, and as her hand moved across her face, the image vanished. It took every ounce of Maya’s courage to not leap up from the chair and run. “That'll be three dollars.” 
 
    Reaching into her purse blindly, Maya's fingers found her wallet. The bills were in her hand as quickly as she could get them, and when she put the money on the counter her hands were shaking. Being afraid was bad enough, but to show it mortified her even more.  
 
    When the waitress picked the bills off the counter, she used the tips of her chipped nails to do it, then stuffed them in her apron like she was putting away something unseemly. After that she turned and shuffled away, her job done. 
 
    The man on Maya's left leaned toward her, his breath a heady mix of tobacco and whiskey. “We don't get many of your kind around here.”  
 
    Maya leaned away to get clean air, but she put on a smile when she turned toward him. His half-closed eyes floated in the same whiskey coating his breath, and the salty beard circling his mouth was stained brown and yellow beneath his pockmarked nose. His plaid work shirt and jeans were stained with dirt. Maya figured him for a farmer, though he probably had a bottle in his hand more often than a hoe. 
 
    “My kind?” Maya pretended she hadn't heard the undercurrent of his words. “You mean out-of-towners?” 
 
    The woman on the other side of him snorted with laughter. She was much younger than he was, but she had the same rheumy eyes and unpleasant nose. She was also dressed like him, though a lot more dirt was worn into the cuffs of her shirt and on her knees. “No.” The woman barely turned her head Maya's direction. “He meant niggers.” 
 
    Maya's gasp was inaudible over the laughter that rumbled from the people in the diner. When Maya had been called that word in the past, it was usually said so no one else could hear, or when no one else was around, but these people had no such discretion. She looked from one sallow face to another, hoping she’d find someone as insulted as she was. In the back booth were a couple of teenagers, both of them probably fresh from a long day in school, and their eyes were wide open in shock, but when she looked at them they ducked their heads and tried to disappear. Everyone else, though, stared at her bold as brass. Their open hostility held her spellbound. 
 
    “Here's yer burger.” Dolores dropped a grease-stained brown bag on the countertop. The sound of the paper slapping against plastic snapped Maya out of her momentary daze. Dolores snorted again before turning away to wipe down the serving counter behind her. “I made that to go, so you should do that. Now.” 
 
    Maya's shock at being openly treated like a worthless animal quickly turned into fury mixed with fear. She knew, though, that standing her ground or saying something would only make things worse, so she grabbed her bagged burger, got up, and walked out of the diner with her shoulders straight and her head high. As soon as the door closed behind her, she threw the bag in a nearby garbage can and hurried to her car. The engine barely turned over before she reversed out of the parking space and headed back the way she'd come. Her hands shook so hard that she had to grip the steering wheel extra tight to hold onto it. When Hurley's Hardware slid by on her left, she stopped in front of it again. 
 
    “No!” Her voice boomed in the car's interior. “You are not going to let those assholes bother you. You're not. You're better than that, better than them. You came here to do a job, and that's exactly what you're going to do. Fuck those small-minded bigots. The only person who runs your life is you, so get it together girl and move on.” 
 
    She knew she looked stupid sitting in her car talking to herself, but she didn't care. Each word took away some of her fear, until eventually her hands relaxed their death grip. After several cleansing breaths, she squared her shoulders again and picked up the Google Map. She'd told herself she still had work to do, and that was true, so she pushed the diner from her mind as best she could and looked over her options. With the hour being what it was, there really was only one. 
 
    Turning the car around, Maya drove past the diner, went down two more blocks, and then turned right. Next to the road was a small brown sign. On it was printed the name of her destination – STILLWATER CEMETERY.  
 
      
 
    Maya was special. Most parents say that about their kids, but with her it was true. For as long as she could remember she’d heard things no one else heard, saw things most others were blind to – cold spots, groaning walls, strange breezes. For her, weirdness was just a fact of life. So, when she’d visited her first cemetery at the age of twelve, she’d been filled with dread. The dead were already too much a part of her life.  
 
    Her father's sister, Teresa, had been married to a Memphis businessman with deep roots in the community, so when she passed away from breast cancer she was buried in Elmwood Cemetery. Maya barely knew her aunt before she died, so the church funeral had bothered her only so far as it had meant a great deal of grief for her dad, whom she loved dearly.  
 
    Maya had worried her head would explode when she crossed over the white bridge that led into Elmwood. But, to her amazement, she'd felt nothing. As far as her sixth sense or mind's eye or whatever she had in her was concerned, Elmwood Cemetery was as free a place of supernatural spookery as she could have wanted. Her sigh of relief had been long and satisfying. 
 
    Since that day she'd gone to many other cemeteries, some for work and some not, and all of them had been just as free, just as clear. It wasn't until she heard a comedian joke about how having a prison near your town wasn't a bad thing because anyone who broke out wasn't likely to stick around and check out the housing market that she understood why cemeteries were so psychically blank. In all the world, what could be more unappealing to a spirit than a place no one wanted to stay for long? Spirits, both kindly and not, sought out the one thing they didn't have - life. 
 
    Standing beneath a ratty umbrella that barely kept the rain off, Maya knew Stillwater Cemetery was no different. The wrought iron text that arched over the entrance gate said it had been established in 1906, and judging from the number of tombstones and grave markers littering the land beyond the tall black fencing she believed it. It was a reaper's garden that had been well tended and fruitfully planted. In the distance, graves continued up the side of a mountain that rose up at the rear of the cemetery, as though the dead were being led to Heaven. 
 
    Cemeteries said a lot about a community. It wasn't just in how well they were maintained, but also in how many graves had flowers or other tokens left by loved ones, and in what had been inscribed on the tombstones. But, what she liked even more, were the grave markers themselves, especially the ornate ones. She'd stood before more towering spires and life-sized weeping angels than she could count. The biggest and boldest one she'd ever seen was a ninety-foot tall granite pyramid in Richmond, Virginia's Hollywood Cemetery that had been erected to honor the tens of thousands of enlisted Confederate soldiers buried nearby. That marker had humbled her more than any other. 
 
    The cemetery in Stillwater fell a bit short in Maya's estimation. The grass was halfway up to her knees, and long dead flowers wilted in soggy arrangements over several gravesites. It wasn't terribly neglected, but if someone didn't come out soon it would be. After her recent trip in town, she didn’t know why she’d hoped for better.  
 
    The gravestones nearest the gate looked old, their engraved faces weathered and faded, with some of the words and dates on them unreadable. She walked slowly through the wet grass from stone to stone, getting a feel for the area, seeing who had died, when, and perhaps even how. Life had been hard back near the turn of the twentieth century, especially for miners, and the graves were a testament to that. Most of the people were lucky if they lived longer than forty years, though from the epitaphs it looked like the love of those left behind was powerful, sometimes even poetic. The grave of Mozell Watkins, 1872 - 1913, read, “Mother's love was as the sun, and it warms us even after it has set.” It was a beautiful sentiment, especially given the black clouds that never seemed to stop pouring down. 
 
    The further Maya walked from the gate, the newer the graves were, and the easier it was to trace family lines. Some families were even grouped together in large plots bordered by stones or poured concrete borders. The Conways were energetic breeders judging by the number of tombstones clustered beneath a red mulberry tree, as were the Harrods grouped close by.  The largest collection of graves, though, belonged to the Tazwells. They were also the only family in the cemetery with a mausoleum.  
 
    The grave markers continued up the mountain a ways, and she turned to continue her tour, but a stone marker sitting far off to itself near the base of the rise caught her attention. She walked over to it, careful not to slip on the wet grass. She hadn't realized how far it sat from the rest of the cemetery until she'd walked the distance, but it was easily twenty yards. A distance like that wasn't accidental. 
 
    Sure enough, as she rounded the tombstone, the situation became clearer. The marker, a standard granite gravestone without any frills or familial touches, memorialized someone named Stanley Wellen, born September 3rd, 1980, died March 15th, 2008. Beneath the dates was etched, “May he find the peace in death he could not find in life.” It was a rather unremarkable headstone, but words spray-painted in white across it gave the marker a special touch - “ROT IN HELL U FUKER!”  
 
    That wasn't the only bit of vandalism the headstone had suffered – various swear words, renditions of middle fingers, and chisel marks were arranged artfully across its face – but the white spray paint was by far the largest. It was also the most recent judging by the condition of the paint. 
 
    The grass around the grave lay wilted and brown, probably from someone pouring chemicals on it, while beer cans, bottles of whiskey, and cigarette butts littered the ground. Whoever Stanley Wellen was, he hadn't been well loved. 
 
    Something about the name struck a bell in Maya's head, so, using the hand not holding the umbrella, she patted her pockets for her phone to try a quick internet search, found only her small Nikon digital camera; her phone was back in the car, charging. With a well-practiced hand she took out the camera and snapped off a few pictures of the desecrated headstone. The grave itself probably wouldn't have any bearing on her research, but the pictures would remind her to look up Stanley and see why people took such delight in defiling his grave. 
 
    As she tucked the camera back in her pocket a sudden shiver ran up her spine, and her entire body shook as a deep chill closed around her like a corpse’s embrace. She stumbled backward, her breath fogging the air, and instantly realized her earlier presumption was wrong. 
 
    The cemetery wasn’t empty. 
 
    A hand erupted from the earth at her feet, skeletal fingers clawing through dirt and withered grass. Maya jumped backward and squealed in shock. Another bony hand tore through the ground, strips of flesh stretching over joints and blood oozing across the mangled turf as the hand reached out and pulled its way upward. 
 
    This isn’t real, she told herself as she closed her eyes and slowly backed away. This isn’t real. It’s just a spirit too stupid to move on trying to scare you. They feed on that. Don’t give in. Deny it. Don’t be afraid. 
 
    “It’s coming, Maya,” a voice said, the words sliding over her like clouds slipping across the moon. “And it will devour you whole.” 
 
    She knew keeping her eyes closed would only make her more afraid, and therefore more vulnerable to the spirit’s hunger, so Maya forced her eyelids open. Slime covered bones and ragged bits of bloody skin filled her vision, but it was the gaping black maw of Stanley Wellen’s skull that made her clutch her umbrella like a bat and shuffle away. Pale white orbs rested in the skull’s eye sockets, and ratty hunks of stringy blond hair hung from the cracked dome, but it was the mouth – the impossibly moving mouth – that filled her with horror. Beyond the broken teeth and clacking jawbones was a darkness unlike anything she’d ever seen before. Bottomless. Eternal. Devoid of light, and joy, and life. It was a black from before the creation of the universe, and through it spoke the dead. It terrified her, yet drew her in like a riptide swirling around her feet. 
 
    “What’s coming?” Maya asked the question before she knew the words were leaving her lips. 
 
    Stanley’s vile spirit dragged its blackened ribcage up from the spreading muck of its grave and laughed. “Fire, you stupid half-breed bitch. And blood. And death. It’s coming, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” Chunks of putrefied organs slithered between his ribs and plopped onto the mud. 
 
    “You’re lying.” She spoke the words with all the conviction she could muster, but even as she did she knew the lie was hers.  
 
    Heaving upward, the rotted body of Stanley Wellen nearly came free. Only its lower legs remained buried in the grave. “Look at you, a frightened little black bird thinkin’ your tiny wings will carry you away from the evil that’s comin’. Sorry to tell ya, but it’s too late. It’s already here, all around you, and soon the world will suffer. Won’t that be grand?!” 
 
    Stanley tossed back his skull and cackled like shards of glass being jammed in Maya’s ears, but then it lunged forward in the muck and grabbed her ankles. The bones of his hands were ice cold and hard as stone where they gripped her flesh, and she felt the burn of his deathly touch creep up her legs. Her mind panicked, her heart leapt into her throat, and all she could think to do was close her eyes and swing her umbrella. It was a convenience store piece of shit, little more than thin strips of metal, pink plastic, and waterproof fabric, but in her terror she wielded it like a flaming sword. Her arms rose and fell, rose and fell, and her voice cried out, “No! No! Let me go! Get away from me! No!” Stanley’s laughter pounded against her. She beat the ground, screamed, kicked, flailed, fought for life with all she had. It wasn’t until she fell down and the umbrella slipped from her hands that she dared look at the grasping skeleton again. 
 
    Other than a few gouges in the earth, Stanley Wellen’s grave was unmarked. Of course it is, she thought, her pulse beating so hard she felt it in her temples. It was either his damn spirit playing with me, or it was…something else. Hell, maybe it was neither. Or both. Shit. 
 
    Regretting she’d ever heard of the town of Stillwater, Maya calmed her breathing as best she could, then picked herself up and grabbed her umbrella, which was now useless. Tufts of dead grass and yellowish mud clung to the bent tines and torn fabric. She didn’t give the grave another look as she turned toward the cemetery’s entrance. She wanted to run back to her car, but she’d already given into her fear enough, so she kept to a slow jog.  
 
    “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day,” she said as the cemetery gates slid past. “Alan will be here tomorrow, and together we’ll find out what is really going on around here. Yep, that’s what will happen. Yes indeedy.” 
 
    Worried that if she started laughing she’d never stop, Maya exhaled a warm gust of air from her nose, opened the car, and got in. Her next stop was a motel room and a very long, hot shower. As she drove away, part of her wished she’d had her EM detector and video recorder with her at Stanley Wellen’s grave. He might have scared the crap out of her, but actual evidence she could post on her site would have almost made the experience worth it. Not enough, though, for her to turn around and try her luck again. 
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Dreams In The Dark 
 
      
 
    The mountain cavern was vast. So much so that after Ash and his crew first broke through to it they'd had to setup lighting rigs to begin their work. But, as powerful as the lights were, the far end of the rocky chamber was beyond their reach, lost in darkness. It was as though someone had punched a hole in the world that went so deep it tore through the universe into something far older and cosmic. But now, a month later, the lights had been turned off and removed. The men no longer needed them to see in the dark. Ash was thankful for that. Light was an abomination in this place, this…cathedral, and a blight against the Holy Darkness that slumbered deep within it. 
 
    Ash stood at the very edge of the cavern, the toes of his work boots peeking over a sheer drop that would end his life if he took one more step, and stared. His eyes, once as green as a freshly mowed lawn, were now pitch black orbs that swept over the rocky walls around him, and then down at the water that gently lapped at the cavern walls two-hundred feet below. It was a peaceful setting, the calmness of it broken only by the distant sound of a pump. He was used to that, though. The pump operated around the clock, and the unending monotony of it turned it into background noise that scarcely registered anymore.  
 
    Beyond that, though, another sound permeated the cavern. It wasn't something you perceived with your ears, that could be recorded or amplified. It was a vibration in the bones, a slow throb felt more than heard, and fangs glittered as Ash smiled in the darkness. It was the heart of his god beating a rhythm older than the mountain that surrounded them, and with every hour the beat increased little by little. His god slept, buried in the underground lake at the bottom of the cavern, slept and dreamed, but as the water level lowered, his god stirred. Soon he would awaken, and when he did his dreams would change the world. When that happened Ash would be by his side, reborn as his first Acolyte of Shadows. It would be a glorious day. 
 
    Hard rubber scuffed over rocks, disturbing the stillness behind him, but Ash didn't turn. He didn't need to. He knew who approached by the way the man grunted as he walked. 
 
    “What is it, Gus?” Ash asked, his eyes locked on the black water below. 
 
    Gus Mason coughed and stopped several feet back. “Boss, Tyler and Wil finished setting up that room you asked for, and some of the guys already have their kids here. You want they should…you know…start loading them in?” 
 
    Ash wanted to laugh. Over time his crew's bodies had changed because of the holy water that cascaded over them after the cavern was breached, but so far the signs of their rebirth were small, barely noticeable. A darkened iris here, a lengthened canine tooth there. Ash's body had gone through more extensive changes, and it amused him that his crew could work in service of the ancient god and yet still feel fear in his presence. But perhaps that was only as it should be. Within the mountain Ash had found new purpose, and in embracing that he'd been elevated above all others. If his men’s admiration and love also contained fear, so be it. 
 
    “Yes, lock them up as soon as possible. When our god rises he'll be mighty hungry, and I want a fitting meal ready for him.” 
 
    Gus nodded so quickly the fat beneath his chin bounced like a turkey's wattle. “So does that mean I should bring my daughter in too?” 
 
    “Would that bother you?” Ash’s black eyes flashed in the darkness. 
 
    “Oh, no, sir. No, not at all. She uh...she's been getting mouthier by the day, and it'd be good for her to finally get put to a good use.” 
 
    Gus was as solid as the mountain that pressed down on them. Ash respected that. “That's good, Gus. Anything else?” 
 
    Gus's chins bounced again as he nodded. “Yes, sir. We're all set to start up the second pump. Are you ready?” 
 
    “The better question, Gus, is if the world is ready,” Ash replied, squaring his shoulders as he kept his back to the rest of the mine. “And the answer to that is no, the world isn't ready. It will be soon, though, and when it is, you and I and the others will stand first amongst the new order. We are his chosen.” Ash turned his head and graced Gus with a glance. “But to do that we must finish awakening our god, so yes, turn on the second pump.” 
 
    Gus went back the way he'd come. He shouted orders and directed the crew while Ash turned his attention back to the cavern. The affairs of the small were best left to the small.  
 
    With the interruption over, he stared down at the water, envisioned the glorious being that slept far beneath it, and wondered what dreams filled his mind. Sometimes those dreams rose up and touched Ash, filling him with a sense of power and majesty so great he fell to his knees and wept. As his god slowly awoke, the dreams came to him less and less, but it was a sacrifice he was only too happy to make. The dreams would be real soon enough. 
 
    As he sought out the dreams of the ancient god, the second pump kicked into life, and the increased noise filled the mountain tunnels with a growl. Moving without thought, Ash reached up and scratched at his right ear as though he were shooing off a fly. When the claws that had replaced the fingernails of his hand scraped against his skin, the ear tore loose and dropped onto the ground with a moist plop. Only a small nub of gray flesh remained, black veins pulsing beneath it. He glanced down at the torn ear next to his feet, but he wasn't bothered. He was being reborn, his body the clay of his god's dreams, and the ears of his old skin meant nothing. His crew would come to know the same glory soon. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The musty smell billowing up from the bed after Kyle tossed his duffel bag onto it was enough to push him back a step. The motel room appeared to have been cleaned, but how long ago that had been was anyone’s guess. He was just glad there wasn't a dead body stashed in the closet or decaying in the bathtub. Kyle hadn't recognized the guy manning the motel's front desk, but he'd looked sketchy enough that the idea wasn’t unbelievable. A little mustiness he could deal with. In the Army he'd dealt with worse. 
 
    As he unpacked what few articles of clothing he'd brought with him, Kyle pulled out his phone and checked to see if Taylor had called or texted him. No new messages appeared, so he pulled up their text thread and typed, YOU FREE YET? 
 
    No answer immediately appeared, so he kept the phone in one hand and moved clothes from his duffel bag to the room’s cheap particleboard dresser. As the last pair of pants settled in the bottom drawer, his phone let loose a brief electronic dance beat. 
 
    NO. MOM IS WATCHING ME LIKE A HAWK. (O.O) 
 
    After their less than pleasant exchange, that didn’t surprise Kyle.  I BET. LATER? 
 
    AFTER 8. WILL SNEAK OUT AND CALL YOU.  
 
    He didn’t want to encourage bad behavior, but he had little choice. He’d snuck out of the house by her age, and for lot less savory reasons. OKAY. DON’T KEEP ME WAITING. 
 
    I WON’T. PROBABLY. ;)  LOVE YOU. 
 
    He sighed. Kids. LOVE YOU TOO.  
 
    :) x 
 
    Their digital conversation over, Kyle pocketed his phone, turned to the TV on the squat dresser opposite the bed, and looked for the power button. Like the pumpkin orange curtains and green wallpaper that made the room seem like a relic from the 70's, the television could have come from a museum. It was an old 21” tube TV, made long before high definition was even a glimmer of an idea. When he finally found the ON/OFF knob and turned it, the screen took a good half a minute to warm up, and even then the image was fuzzy. He snorted and turned it back off. 
 
    “I'll take that as a sign” He pulled on his leather jacket, then patted his pockets, making sure he had his wallet, car keys, and the room key (an actual metal key, not the plastic cardkeys that most modern hotels and motels used). Satisfied that all was in order, he unlatched the door and opened it. Wet air billowed into the room, adding to the musty feel. He wondered if he would ever be dry again. 
 
    The Smokey Mountain Motel was laid out in a horseshoe shape, with parking slots in front of each room and a vinyl-covered pool in the middle surrounded by a waist-high chain-link fence. When he'd first pulled in, the parking lot had been empty save for a dented beige Ford Bronco sitting in a space marked MOTEL EMPLOYEES ONLY. Now, in addition to the Bronco and his rented Jeep, he saw a red Honda Civic two slots to his right that seemed oddly familiar. When he noted the tiny spare tire on the front passenger wheel well, he realized why. Loud cursing rolled out from the car’s other side. 
 
    Kyle stepped around the car from the front and saw a woman bent over and struggling with something in the backseat. He instinctively opened his mouth to ask if she needed help, but the shape of her body stopped him cold. She had curvaceous hips and a cushiony behind – what some of his Army buddies would have reverently called a badonkadonk – and while the red skirt she wore didn't look painted on, it might as well have. Shapely light brown legs extended down from the skirt to small feet in black leather sandals. He couldn't see her from the waist up, but from memory he recalled the black blouse. All in all it was a very pleasant view, but he considered himself too much a gentleman to enjoy it for more than a moment. 
 
    Hoping not to startle her, he stepped back, coughed, and asked, “Can I help you, Ma'am?” 
 
    “What the huh?” Her body jerked as she pushed herself out of the car.  
 
    Yep, it was definitely the woman he'd seen on the side of the road. Her pretty face and bouncing curls were easy enough to remember, but it was her eyes that captured his attention again. They were pale blue, almost gray, and the way they looked out from her creamy brown face made them seem  lighter in color. She was gorgeous, easily one of the prettiest women he'd ever seen in person.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked quickly, looking at him and then looking around for anyone else close by. She was probably used to being stared at, but used to it and liked it were two different things.  
 
    Hoping he wasn't blushing like a schoolboy developing his first crush, Kyle put on his warmest smile. “Sorry if I startled you. I...uh... It sounded like you were having a hard time with something, and I thought I'd lend a hand.” 
 
    To emphasize the point and show he wasn't holding anything, he extended his arms and held his hands out. Her eyes flicked down then back up to his face. After a moment the skin between her brows crinkled and she tilted her head slightly.  
 
    “Do I know you?” 
 
    “Kinda.” He pulled his hands back. “I saw you this afternoon. You were on the side of the road in your car. I pulled up next to you to help, but you were on the phone and waved me off.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up and her lower jaw hung open for a second. “Ohhhh... Right! I remember now. Yeah...um, thanks for stopping, it was just...” 
 
    “You don't have to explain.” He shook head. “I understand. The side of the road in the backwater of West Virginia probably isn't the safest place, especially for someone on their own who doesn't know the area. From the look of it you got things all sorted out. I won't insult you by assuming a boyfriend or something came along and changed it for you.” 
 
    The last comment was a bit of fishing on his part. He hoped she didn't notice it. She blushed and rolled her eyes, but to his relief the gesture seemed directed at herself. 
 
    “Oh, insult away. I'm a modern woman, but changing tires isn't something I ever got around to learning. My insurance company has roadside service. That's who I was talking to when you pulled up.” 
 
    The smile he wore made his cheeks hurt, but he didn't want to lower it until he was sure she felt comfortable. “It seemed like an intense conversation.” 
 
    “Have you ever had a conversation with an insurance company that wasn't?”  
 
    He laughed, hitched up the right side of his mouth in a we're just folks smirk, and extended his right hand again. “Good point. My name's Kyle.” 
 
    Her eyes went from his hand to his face just like she'd done before, but this time she returned his smile and shook hands. Her strong grip stood at odds with her soft, warm skin, and his fingers tingled with electricity.  
 
    “I'm Maya. It's good to know I'm not the only newbie in town.” 
 
    When she let go of his hand, part of him sighed in regret, but to make sure he didn’t seem too eager he leaned back on his heels and put his hands in his pockets with his thumbs sticking out. “No, you're the only new person around. I was born and raised here. I left to join the Army a while ago, and now I'm back visiting. No room at home, you know how it is. But uh... At the risk of putting my nose where it doesn't belong, do you need some help? When I came by it seemed like you were having a time of it back there.” He pointed at the backseat to make himself clear. 
 
    Maya glanced over her shoulder and scowled. “Oh, yeah. To get my tire changed I had to move some stuff from the hatchback to the backseat. I guess I didn't do a good job of it, 'cause now it's scattered all over the place.” 
 
    Kyle had dealt with his fair share of messes, so he felt qualified to help. “Well, if you don't mind, I'd be more than happy to help. If not, just say the word and I'm outta your hair.” 
 
    “I...” Maya stopped, frowning as she tossed her options around in her head. He would take any excuse to share more time with her, but he wouldn’t blame her a bit if she told him to scram. “Okay, sure, I'd appreciate it. You can go over to the other side and gather up whatever slid over there.” 
 
    Forcing himself to not smile so wide he’d split his face in half, Kyle nodded and jogged over to the passenger side backseat door. It squealed like a pig getting butchered when he pulled it open. Crumpled paper and fast food bags littered the floorboard, but he forgot about those when he got an eyeful of her cleavage as she ducked down and started gathering things. Her upper body was just as sexy as her lower half, and it took every ounce of his restraint to swivel his eyes away. To occupy his mind he gathered things and made a pile. It wasn't until he grabbed something familiar that his brain slid back into gear. 
 
    “Whoa.” He hadn’t expected to find a pair of night vision binoculars. He'd seen a lot of them as an Army supply grunt, but finding a pair out in the wild, especially in the backseat of a woman's car, gave them an alien feel. “What exactly is it that you do for a living, Maya?” 
 
    The woman across from him looked up quickly. When she registered what he held in his hand she closed her eyes and sighed. “It's...complicated.” 
 
    “Hey, yeah, none of my business.” He shook his hands at her. “If you're some sort of investigator or journalist, the last thing I'd want to do is get in your way or screw things up. Forget I asked.” 
 
    Maya made a hmm sound as she opened a canvas bag and stuffed a bundle of notepads into it. Kyle couldn't help but notice the SLR camera, digital camcorder, full spectrum lens attachment, and IR camera light the notepads were settled against. If he'd seen that sort of gear in a place like Manhattan or Paris, his immediate assumption would have been she was a Langley spook, but in a nothing town like Stillwater, West Virginia? The idea was laughable. And Maya didn't seem anything like a spy, though he figured a good spy wouldn't. The one thing he was certain of was that she was a mystery he’d like to solve. 
 
    “I tell you what.” She zipped the bag closed and stood up. He grabbed the binoculars and a half-empty leather satchel, then stood up as well. “It was really nice of you to stop earlier on the road, and just now, so let me say thanks with a meal. I can't afford much, but I figure there has to be a McDonald's around here somewhere, right? It's, like, the law or something. While we eat I'll tell you what's brought me to town. Since you’re a local you might even be able to help.” 
 
    He wasn't sure what she meant, but if it came with a free meal plus more time in her company, he had no problem with that. “Sounds like a plan, thanks. It's been awhile since I was last here, but I know a place called Woody's Diner just down the street that has amazing burgers.” 
 
    Maya's light brown face turned gray and she shook her head while staring straight at him. “No! I...uh... I went by there already. I don't think it's the same as you... Is there anywhere else?” 
 
    “Sure.” Maya looked scared silly, and he had no idea what had brought it on, but he wanted to do whatever he could to calm her down. “Across the road is The Basement. It's a bar, but they serve food too. Would that work?” 
 
    The relief that washed over Maya's face eased his mind but made him wonder what had happened at Woody’s. It was one more mystery to add to her collection. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds fine.”  
 
    “All right, then let's get this stuff unloaded, and we'll go.” 
 
    With a nod, Maya hefted several bag straps over her shoulder, then turned and walked to the room next door to his. She had a time getting the key for it from her purse without dropping everything, but eventually she made it and had the room open. He stayed outside while she unloaded her bags and then came out for what he had. A brief peek told him her room was identical to his, but laid out in reverse. Once all the bags were set down, she shut the door and tested it to make sure it was locked.  
 
    “We good to go?” he asked. 
 
    Maya smiled and pulled her purse over her shoulder. “Lead the way.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The sign for The Basement stood on the side of the road displaying a stream of foaming beer cascading down a set of wooden steps. Kyle and Maya waited for a truck to blow by and then crossed from the motel. In the bar's parking lot were two motorcycles, a yellow construction truck loaded with dirty tools, and a shiny new Cadillac plastered in bright red Republican bumper stickers. After sidestepping a series of puddles, they reached the front door and Kyle opened it. A bell rang overhead. 
 
    Kyle, even though he’d grown up in Stillwater, had only been in The Basement twice, and always with his dad. Because of that his memory of the place was dim at best, but he couldn't imagine it had looked as rundown as it did now. Half the light-up signs on the wall were dark, and those that did work seemed weak and hazy. Even the flatscreen HDTV above the bar looked less than high-def. In a day that had seen Kyle's estimation of the town plummet further than ever before, this was one more weight pulling it down. 
 
    “You two here to drink?” a woman asked from the hostess station to the right of the door. Kyle thought he recognized her, but her stained apron, badly applied makeup over ashen face, and stringy hair dulled her appearance. By the lack of recognition in her own eyes, she didn't seem to know him either. 
 
    “Uh, no, we'd like to get something to eat if the kitchen's open.” Kyle slapped on a smile and crammed all the positive energy he could into his face. 
 
    The waitress glanced at the ceiling and sighed as she grabbed two menus. “Follow me then.”  
 
    Without waiting to see if they were ready, the waitress crossed in front of them and walked to a booth sitting against the front wall to the left of the door. The next booth over was occupied, but he couldn't see by whom or how many. All he saw were muddy work boots and a faded denim pant leg. The rest of the dining area was barren save for a man and woman in biker leathers at one table and a man in a suit eating by himself at the bar, his slimy hands holding onto a rib bone as he gnashed his way back and forth across it, picking it clean.  
 
    After they were seated, the waitress pulled a pencil from above her right ear and withdrew an order pad. “Okay, what do you want?” The tone of her voice said she really didn’t give a shit. 
 
    Maya raised her left eyebrow. “A few minutes to look over the menu, for starters.” She paused to look at the waitress's greasy nametag. “Helen.” 
 
    Helen's nostrils flared as she shoved her pencil back into her limp hair and pocketed her pad. “Two waters it is then.” She turned and walked away without another word. 
 
    “Wow.” Kyle laughed. “She's a real tip go-getter.” 
 
    Maya tapped her fingernails against the booth's tabletop and shrugged. “She's a delight compared to the Klan folk I met earlier.” 
 
    “Really?” Kyle had little love for his hometown, but one thing he'd never have called it was racist. Then again, the first time he'd met an African-American in the flesh was after he'd left town and joined the Army, so the lack of non-whites in the area had probably dampened whatever latent bigotry the people of Stillwater harbored. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m…sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Her eyes stared at the menu with a gaze as flat as her tone.  
 
    Kyle didn't want to press the point, so he let it lie and picked up his own menu. The sheet of laminated paper was as greasy as the offerings printed on it. The Basement wasn't a place you wanted to go to if you were a vegetarian or didn't want everything deep-fried. His mouth watered while his stomach flip-flopped in revulsion. 
 
    “Only in the south does something like fried pickles sound reasonable,” he said. “And I haven't had fried green tomatoes in years.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Maya looked up and offered a tiny smile. “I refuse to eat friend green tomatoes that didn't come from my Aunty Elle's kitchen. It would just be a letdown.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable,” he replied, grinning back at her. She lit up the room when she smiled, and he wanted to encourage it as much as possible. “Is there anything on the menu that isn't reserved for family meals then?” 
 
    Dimples formed in Maya's cheeks as she blushed and gazed intently at the menu. “There might be. Let me give it a good look.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a minute as they looked over their options and settled on what they wanted. By the time they'd lowered the menus back to the table, they were ready to order. Their waitress, though, was nowhere to be seen, nor was their water. Kyle didn't want the silence to turn awkward, so he coughed into his hand and reached for the first topic of conversation that sprang to mind. 
 
    “So, what's brought you to this shithole of a town?” 
 
    Maya picked at her nails for a moment, then looked at him with eyes that were as guarded as they were blue. “I'm a writer. A journalist, really. Well, to be more specific, a blogger. I'm here to uh...well, write.” Her light brown cheeks turned to roses in her awkwardness.  
 
    “Huh.” Blogger hadn't been the first thing he'd thought she would say, but it made as much sense as most everything else that had tumbled through his head. “Blogger. Interesting. That was some odd gear in your backseat for a blogger though. No offense.” 
 
    “I guess that depends on what you're blogging about,” she replied with a short laugh. “Have you ever watched one of those shows on cable where people go ghost hunting?” 
 
    Out of all the things the attractive young woman could have asked, that would have been the last question he’d have imagined. It left him flat-footed. “Umm… Not really. I think I’ve seen bits of ‘em while walking through post rec rooms, but – ya know – that’s it. I’m more a General Hospital kinda guy.” 
 
    A smile turned Maya's lips into a bow, and inwardly Kyle pumped a fist in victory. 
 
    “So was my grandmother, smart aleck. But, seriously, what those people do is what I do. Sort of. My site is called spookyamerica.com. I started it a couple of years ago as a part time thing, a way of indulging a...passion of mine, but now I do it full-time. I’m hoping if I can find a juicy enough investigation then I’ll be able to get a book deal. Then on to obvious fame and fortune.” 
 
    Questions popped up in Kyle's mind like plastic heads in a game of Whack-A-Mole, and he didn't know where to start. After a couple of seconds he went with what to him was the most obvious question. “What on Earth could there be in this town that would interest a person who writes for a site called Spookyamerica?” 
 
    “My website is populated with stories about famous places that are haunted or have a mysterious past, but if I want to make a name for myself I have to find places that aren't so well known. Places off the beaten track. So, a friend of mine wrote me a program that would search the internet for certain keywords and correlate data in the hopes of finding somewhere that had the markers of a haunting but didn’t also match up with previously known locations. Stillwater is the first place it spit out.” 
 
    He didn’t believe a word she said, but the tone of her voice and the look on her face said she did, so for the moment he was willing to put aside his personal beliefs. “So you’re saying that the town I grew up in is haunted?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow and nodded slowly. “ Very. Do you know anything about the number of people who’ve died here?” 
 
    “No, can’t say I ever thought about it.” It was the truth. He’d been a kid while living in Stillwater, and to a kid death was something old people had to worry about. 
 
    “Death is the only real constant in the universe.” The way her head tilted to the side as she schooled him made him giggle inside. “Not life, not time, not light. All things end. All things die. But, because death is a moment when this world and the world beyond touch, it’s also a catalyst for supernatural activity.” 
 
    “You say that you’ve actually seen a ghost.” Kyle wanted the remark to come off as a joke, but the look in her eyes told him she took it very seriously. 
 
    “I know it sounds strange to you. Ghosts and hauntings aren’t something that most people come across in their lives. I’m not most people though.” 
 
    Her words intrigued him even if he had a hard time taking them sincerely. “Other than being beautiful, what makes you so darn special?” 
 
    Maya blushed, but her eyes never left his, and her expression was completely earnest. “I get…feelings…from time to time. If a spirit is near I can normally sense it. Sometimes I know what someone else is thinking. My Aunt Mozell called it a gift. She had it too. I grew up with it, and now I use it to help with the blog and investigations. If you want to laugh, now would be the time.” 
 
    He knew he should laugh, and had it been anyone else who said those things he probably would have, but the stillness of her eyes and the way she presented it as just a part of her life, stopped him. He didn’t know if he believed it, but she did, and there wasn’t any reason for him to make an issue of it. Perhaps – if things continued on and they saw each other again – she might even get a chance to prove it. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to laugh. I’m a man of little faith in anything, but I always try to leave my mind open for surprises. Now, you were talking about death?” 
 
    Maya smiled and nodded. “From a pure numbers point of view, Stillwater is brimming with death. Compare the rates of murders and suicides in Stillwater to the rest of West Virginia and the percentages are off the charts. We're talking several orders of magnitude higher. I was shocked the FBI hadn't opened a field office out here just to see what the fuck is going on. The numbers are ridiculous, yet it's like no one's noticed.” 
 
    A shiver trickled down Kyle's back. “I knew I never liked this town, but now you're giving me all new reasons to be glad I left.” 
 
    “There is something very peculiar going on here, and I plan on figuring out what it is.” 
 
    As glad as he was that Maya was warming up to him, what she said had him puzzled.  But, before he could ask her to tell him more, the waitress returned, two glasses filled with water in her hands. A single cube of ice floated in each one.  
 
    “You two ready to order or not?” she asked, drawing out her order pad like she was lifting the weight of the world. When she pulled her pen from above her ear, part of it caught in her hair, but she didn't seem to care as the strands tore loose from her skull. Kyle watched them bounce in the bar's weak light, the cap holding them against the pen like soggy bits of hay. 
 
    Maya stared up at Helen with narrow eyes, but whatever verbal jabs she created in her head died before they reached her mouth. Kyle was more inclined to make an issue of the waitress’s attitude, but the indifferent way she looked at them stole his thunder. He would have been shouting at a wall. Early on in life he'd learned to pick his battles carefully, and this one wasn't worth the fight. 
 
    “Yes, we're ready,” Maya said. “I'd like your catfish plate. Can I get corn instead of coleslaw?” 
 
    Helen barely nodded. “Whatever floats your boat. What do ya wanna drink?” 
 
    “Diet Coke.” 
 
    The waitress grunted as she scribbled on her pad, then shifted watery eyes over to Kyle. “And you?” 
 
    “I want a burger, medium rare, with pickles and some red onion if you have it. If not, no onion at all. No lettuce or tomatoes either. Add ketchup and mustard to it though. Oh, and for the fries I want a thing of mayo on the side.” 
 
    “Christ on a stick.” The corner of Helen’s mouth arched up, revealing yellowed teeth that hadn't seen a dentist in a good long while. “And to drink?” 
 
    Kyle looked over the waitress's shoulder and saw a neon sign for Coors Light. It wasn't his favorite brand, but it would do in a pinch. “Coors light in a bottle.” 
 
    Helen made another series of notes, then shoved her hairy pen back over her ear. “I'll be back with your drinks.” 
 
    Helen left with the same irritated air she'd arrived with, leaving Kyle and Maya to roll their eyes and laugh.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said, genuinely embarrassed for the town he'd once called home. 
 
    Maya shook her head and tapped her fingers against the glass of water sitting before her. “Not your fault people in this town are weird.” 
 
    “Speaking of weird,” Kyle said, hoping to steer the conversation back where it had been headed a moment ago, “so you’re a ghostbuster or something?” 
 
    She laughed, then opened her lips to reply, but her unsaid words hung in her throat as her eyes shifted from Kyle to something over his shoulder. He felt a shadow fall over him as someone came around from the neighboring booth, and then a voice dropped down on him like a ghost of school years past. 
 
    “You got a lot of guts showing your face around here, Mason.” 
 
      
 
    When Maya saw a guy with a thick beard stand up from his booth and hover over Kyle's shoulder like a raven settling on a gravestone, the bottom of her stomach dropped out. Is this town full of crazies or what? she asked herself as a chill spread across her limbs. 
 
    From the look in Kyle's eyes, a similar thought ran through his own mind, but as soon as the man spoke, a smile broke across Kyle's face and he jumped up from the booth like his seat was spring-loaded. 
 
    “Dirk, you son of a bitch! Oh my god.” 
 
    Maya expected the two men to greet each other in a bro-hug. It was the usual way for guys to embrace, with one arm around the back and the other held between them, affectionate without being too affectionate, but Kyle and Dirk went for a full-on hug. That impressed her. Most men she'd met were too afraid to show emotion out of fear of being called names she didn't care to repeat, so to see two men ignore all that and really embrace was a strange treat. 
 
    “You are a sight for sore eyes, man,” Dirk said as they parted. “I can't believe you're here.” 
 
    Dirk’s beard was the sort usually seen on lumberjacks and swamp folk, but his dark brown eyes were kind and genuine. He was a big guy, several inches taller than Kyle and broader across the chest, but the grin on his face turned him into a teddy bear. He was dressed in dirty jeans and a plaid flannel shirt unbuttoned to reveal a Big Head Todd And The Monsters t-shirt. The work boots on his feet were scuffed and caked in mud. He looked like a man who worked hard and played harder. 
 
    “I can't believe it either, man. Family stuff, you know.” 
 
    Dirk nodded like he understood without needing to hear another word. He then turned and looked down at Maya. She clasped her hands together beneath the table, hoping there wouldn't be a reenactment of the diner scene from earlier in the day. When he smiled and tilted his head, her fingers relaxed their death grip on each other. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re not really here with this asshole.” A laugh twitched the corners of Dirk’s lips as he extended a hand. “You have to be available, or I’ll die.” 
 
    Maya laughed as she reached out and shook his hand. “I'm Maya.” 
 
    “And I’m enchanted.” Dirk winked. 
 
    “You’re full of shit is what you are.” Kyle gave his friend a hard pat on the back.. “Wanna join us?” 
 
    Dirk nodded and stepped aside to let Kyle sit down first. He then leaned back into the booth he'd just been in and grabbed his bottle of Bud Light. “Just leave the check, man,” he said to whomever was still in the booth. “I'll take care of it. Oh, and remind dad I'll be getting those extra detonators in the morning, so I'll be late to the job. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” the hidden person replied. 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Dirk nodded and turned to sit down next to Kyle. Once seated, he shrugged his shoulders and grimaced. “What an asshole.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Kyle said, “how are you doing, man?” 
 
    Dirk laughed hard and opened his eyes wide, exaggerating how funny he thought Kyle's joke was. “Ah hah! I see what you did there. Nice. You haven't changed a bit.” 
 
    “True classics never do.” Kyle wore a smug smile. “But no, seriously, how have you been?” 
 
    Taking a sip of his beer, Dirk shrugged and pushed back into the booth’s seat cushion. “Eh, been better, been worse.” 
 
    Helen approached the table like a troll weary from its work. After dropping napkins on the table she put Maya's glass of Diet Coke and Kyle's Coors Light bottle in front of them. “You're food'll be out in a minute.” She hardly looked at them before shuffling off again. 
 
    “Is it just me,” Kyle asked, “or is she a complete bitch?” 
 
    “It's ain’t just you.” Dirk sipped from his bottle and stared down at the table. “I moved back into town a month ago, and since then shit has gotten bad, not that Stillwater was ever a shining example of southern hospitality. People treat each other like shit, fights have broken out at work, and even my folks are acting like they’ve been replaced with bitter, angry versions of themselves. That’d be bad enough, but lately everyone looks like plague victims with all the pasty grey skin and dark eyes. I know it sounds crazy, but…something ain’t right here. Not right at all. I’ve half a mind to skip town again.” 
 
    A chill settled across Maya’s shoulders. She’d been in town less than a day and sensed the very same thing. She hadn’t thought she’d been crazy – she’d wrestled with her own strangeness too long for that – but it was nice to have confirmation.  
 
    Kyle closed his eyes as he took his first pull on the beer bottle, the oddness of Dirk’s words rolling off his unaware back. “I must have started a trend when I took off.” 
 
    “Hardly.” Dirk chuckled. “Unlike you, I didn't run out of town right after graduation like my feet were on fire and my ass was catching. I waited at least a week for the ink on my diploma to dry before I left to become a rock god.” 
 
    Kyle laughed and rolled his beer between his palms. “You never did dream small. So what happened? Why aren’t you on MTV or whatever the fuck?” 
 
    By way of answer, Dirk held up his left hand. A nasty scar ran across his palm from thumb to pinky. Maya and Kyle hissed in unison. He flexed the fingers into a loose fist and grimaced. “A couple of months ago I got into a bar fight out in Buttfuck, Kentucky. A drunk asshole stumbled into me, I tried to help him back onto his stool, and he cut me for my trouble. Fists start flyin’, and the next thing I know a doctor's telling me I'll never play a guitar worth a shit again. The guys in the band tried to talk me into working through it and staying, but...I'm no pity fuck. So I came home and started working for my dad. He always told me that so long as I could swing a hammer I'd always have a job with him, but I never imagined I'd actually have to take him up on it.” 
 
    “That sucks, man.” Kyle tipped his bottle in Dirk's direction. “You were a damn good guitar player.” 
 
    The right half of Dirk's lips curled up in a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    Maya felt bad for Dirk. He tried to downplay the pain his lost dream cost him, but she could see it in his aura like a fractured light around his body. 
 
    “But that's enough about me and my tale of sorrow.” Dirk finished off his beer and slouched. “What about you two? You an item? If so, Kyle, you better offer up a prayer of thanks, 'cause she is waaaay too good-looking for your sorry ass.” 
 
    Maya choked on her Diet Coke. Dirk and Kyle were nothing like the people she'd met at the diner, and through them the town rose a tiny bit in her esteem.  
 
    “No, we're not together.” Kyle stared into her eyes and gave her a sly grin that made her stomach flutter. “It's not for lack of trying though. I was just getting ready to put my moves on her when you stood up and went all Lurch over my shoulder.” 
 
    “Ah shit,” Dirk replied with a smirk. “I know how to take a hint.” 
 
    Dirk moved to exit the booth, but Kyle grabbed his shoulder and laughed. Maya blushed so fiercely she felt like her face was on fire. She would have been lying though if she'd said she wouldn't have liked to see Kyle's moves.  
 
    A series of electronic notes blasted from Kyle's pants. He reached down, dug for a moment, and then came up with a battered flip phone. After flicking it open he pressed it to his ear and said, “Hello? Taylor? Is everything... Yeah, I can come over... Do mom and dad... All right, sure. I'll be right there... Love you too... Bye.” 
 
    “Baby sister need her big brother?” Dirk asked as Kyle pressed the END button on his phone. 
 
    “Yeah. She's the whole reason I'm here. I–” 
 
    Helen shuffled over to the booth before he could finish speaking and laid plates down. “Here’s your food.” Her eyes passed over the booth without a hint of real interest. 
 
    “I need a to-go bag,” Kyle said. 
 
    Deciding she didn't want to eat in the bar if Kyle wasn't there, Maya said the same thing. 
 
    Helen sighed and closed her eyes. “Jesus wept. I'll be right back then.” 
 
    An electric jolt of anger ran up Maya’s spine. “That bitch is on my last nerve.” 
 
    Kyle nodded while handing his phone to his friend. “Sorry I have to split, but put your phone number in there and I'll call you tomorrow. We'll reminisce more then.” 
 
    “Only if you bring this pretty lady with you,” Dirk replied as he took the phone and started pressing buttons. Once he was done he flipped it closed and handed it back. “Man, you need a smart phone. Get in the twenty-first century with the rest of us. These old things kill my thumbs.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kyle took the phone and slipped it back in his pants pocket. He then looked at Maya and said, “As for the pretty lady, that's up to her. What do you say, Maya? We didn't get to finish our conversation, and I'd like to see you again. Will you have some free time tomorrow?” 
 
    Considering how much work she had to do the next day she didn't know how to answer him. But, she knew that she liked him, and that the idea of spending more time in his company was greatly appealing, so after a few seconds she nodded. “Yeah, I'd like that. Give me a call.” 
 
    Maya opened her purse and withdrew one of her cards. Kyle took it from her hand like it was precious and fragile, and then slipped it into his pocket. A moment later Helen returned with two Styrofoam containers and plastic bags. As she transferred the food from the plates to the containers, Maya took out her wallet and withdrew a twenty-dollar bill.  
 
    “Enjoy that,” she said to the waitress as she handed her the money. “It'll be the last you get from me.” 
 
    Helen took the money with fingers that looked like rotten sausages and slipped it into her bra, the turned and walked away. “I'll try not to cry myself to sleep.” 
 
    Maya looked at both men, aghast.  
 
    Dirk shook his head and shifted out of the booth. “Like I said, I can't understand it either. Makes me glad I have a place far enough out of town that I rarely have to deal with these people.” 
 
    Following his example, Maya and Kyle stood up and grabbed their bagged food. Kyle used his free arm to hug his friend again, and Maya shook his hand. 
 
    “I'm glad we ran into each other, man,” Kyle said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Dirk turned to Maya and nodded his head in a slight bow. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Maya. I hope I get to see you again.” 
 
    Maya returned his nod, feeling much the same way. “I'm sure we will.” 
 
    Their farewells made, Kyle and Maya left The Basement as Dirk handled his bill. The sun was a distant memory, and only a few lights lit up the road that separated the bar from the motel. They crossed it in silence, both content to tend to their own thoughts until Kyle reached his rented Jeep and deactivated the alarm. 
 
    “You sure it's okay to call you tomorrow?” he asked. The vulnerable look on his face made her want to laugh, but she knew that was the wrong thing to do. Men liked to act tough, but inside they were fragile, and experience had taught her that even a friendly laugh could be killer when their hearts were on their sleeves. 
 
    “I'll be mad if you don't.” 
 
    A smile broke across his face, making his brown eyes glitter in the light of the parking lot. “Excellent. Tomorrow then.” 
 
    Maya was filled with the sudden urge to step close and kiss Kyle's cheek, but her mother had raised her better than that, so she stayed put. Deep down, though, she hoped Kyle would be less mannerly and do it for her. When he instead waved and got into the Jeep, a pang of disappointment vibrated through her.  
 
    She was surprised by how much she was attracted to him. He was handsome, most definitely, and despite her preconceived ideas about what someone from a place like Stillwater would be like he was also intelligent and sure of himself without being arrogant. The fact that his little sister meant so much to him appealed to her love of family. And while his gentlemanly wave frustrated her, it also spoke well of his character. He was definitely dating material. What more he might be remained to be seen. 
 
    As he engage the Jeep's engine and backed out of the parking lot, she waved back. She then reached into her pocket for her room key, hoping the bar's food was better than its service. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The dark of night should have hidden how rundown Stillwater had become, but to Kyle’s surprise it only made it worse. Grime seemed grimier, holes were bigger, everything was falling into shadows. It was depressing. When he pulled onto King Street, his headlights swept the decrepit neighborhood like cleansing fire, but as soon as they shifted away the darkness rushed in to bring ruin to everything again. He saw his father's brown Ford pickup sitting in the driveway like a beast of rust and regret. 
 
    A shiny face appeared in his headlights, and all thoughts of his parents fled his mind to make room for spine-chilling panic. He hit the brake pedal so hard he nearly pushed it through the Jeep's floorboard and into asphalt. Once he was stopped he reached to open his door, but the face appeared again, this time next to his window. It took him a moment to recognize it as Taylor's. His dread quickly turned into anger. 
 
    “Hey, big bro!” She tapped against the glass. “Nice ride!” 
 
    He felt around for the window crank before remembering the Jeep had power windows. He stabbed the button with his finger and moist, chilly air flowed in.. “Jesus H. Christ! I damn near ran you over!” 
 
    Taylor shook her head and laughed. “Naw, not even close. I'm agile. Like a cat. Rawr.” 
 
    “You still scared the shit out of me.” His heart slowly climbed down his throat as she grinned at him. “Now get in the car before you catch a cold, Piglet.” 
 
    “Oh, God, you know I hate that name.” Rolling her eyes, Taylor ran around the front of the Jeep and opened the passenger door. She still wore the jeans and Lady Gaga t-shirt from earlier, but she'd added a few lengths of brightly colored feathers to her hair like she was heading to a rave. 
 
    “You're all dressed up,” he said as she pulled her seatbelt across and clicked it into place. 
 
    “A girl needs to look good, bro. Always.” 
 
    “Is there anywhere in particular you want to go?” 
 
    Taylor thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No. Just drive around awhile.” 
 
    “Okay.” He shifted into reverse and backed down the street. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    Once they were out of their parents' neighborhood Kyle thought Taylor would erupt into typical teenage girl babble, but she didn't. Instead she pulled her knees up until they were resting on the dash and looked out the window beside her. His instinct was to reach out, talk, catch up on things, engage her in some way, but the air around her had a fragile feel to it, so he let her be and just drove. 
 
    His hands moved purely on muscle memory as he steered down the back roads of Stillwater. Ten minutes later, as they crossed a set of railroad tracks, Taylor sighed and turned to look out the front windshield. “So, I guess Mom told you I’m gay.” 
 
    “She…uh…mentioned it, yeah.” He wished like hell he'd given some forethought on what to say about the topic. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not if you're gonna get all condemny on me I don't.” She looked up when a set of bright lamp poles and a Joe-D's Gas & Sip sign came into view through a strand of trees. “Stop there. I’m crazy thirsty.” 
 
    The convenience store was set off to the right of the road. Gravel crunched under the tires as he pulled in and parked next to the building. He then handed her a ten dollar bill. “Get me a coffee. Two creams, two sugars. And some chips. I don't care what, but no pork rinds. Get yourself whatever you want.” 
 
    Taylor leaned over, kissed him on the cheek, and then snatched the money and bounced out of the Jeep. Through the rain-smeared windows he watched her go to the back and pour coffee into a dark brown Styrofoam cup, then measure out the cream and sugar. The store clerk sat behind his counter, his head down but his eyes raised and staring at his sister's ass like a hawk eyeing a field mouse. The twerp tracked her as she went to get a bottle of Diet Coke and then grabbed an armful of chip snack bags. Kyle put his hand on the door handle, ready to leap out if the clerk decided staring wasn't enough. Instead the two of them laughed like old friends as she paid for the food and drink. When she came out she looked like she had no idea she'd been mentally raped. He hoped he never looked at women with that same level of naked hunger. 
 
    “What's wrong?” she asked as she opened the Jeep door. 
 
    He thought about telling her what he'd observed, but then shook his head. After years of not being the big brother she needed, he didn't want to come off now like an overprotective jerk. Complimentary would be the better tact to take. 
 
    “I just can't believe how beautiful you've become, that's all.” 
 
    Taylor blushed and handed him his coffee. Once the chip bags were stashed in the open space between their seats, she got back in and buckled up. “You're not so bad yourself, mister soldier man. Looks like the Army's made you into a lean, mean, lady killing machine.” 
 
    The hot coffee burned his lips as the Jeep bucked across the bumpy parking lot, but it tasted sweet enough to be drinkable. After setting it into a cup holder he steered them down Old Mine Road. 
 
    “I can't believe you'd think I was capable of condemning you. You're my sister.” 
 
    Taylor took a quick swallow of her soda. “After the things Mom's said  I don't give blood the benefit of the doubt. Besides, aren't you military types supposed to be all 'no fags in this man's army' and all that?” 
 
    Kyle coughed to cover a laugh. “First off, I'd never say that, so fuck off. Second, there are gay people in this man's army that I know personally, and I trust them with my life. And lastly, I gotta be honest – knowing I'll never have to sweat about you being out on a date with some douche bag dude-bro makes me kinda happy.” 
 
    Taylor leaned over and gave him a quick hug around the shoulders. “Aw, I'm glad we're both in the 'We Like Girls’ club.” 
 
    “Mom said you were actually dating a girl. Is she someone you really like, or is it more of a limited option thing?” 
 
    She reached down and grabbed a bag of Bugles, then pulled it open and shoved one of the small tornado shaped treats into her mouth. “You'd be surprised. Stillwater might be backwoods, but there's a fair number of gay kids if you know where to look. And I do.” 
 
    “What's her name?” 
 
    “Morgan, though she likes to be called Morgana. Don't ask. It's a goth thing.” 
 
    The way Taylor rolled her eyes made Kyle laugh. “And is she your little mistress of the night?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” she replied around a swallow of Diet Coke. “She avoids the sun like crazy. Cramped my style over the summer, but that creamy skin of hers is worth it. And don't even get me started on her tits.” 
 
    The Jeep nearly went off the road when Kyle tried to laugh and shout in outrage all at the same time. Taylor pointed and laughed, obviously pleased that she'd gotten the reaction she wanted. Once his hands were back under control, Kyle took a long drink of coffee and focused on the heat of it sliding down his throat. 
 
    “You're so easy.” She giggled around her soda bottle. 
 
    “Whatever. You're not the little girl I once carried around like a stuffed animal.” 
 
    She turned toward him and tilted her head. “And is that a good thing, or a bad?” 
 
    “A good,” he told her, not hesitating for a moment. “Definitely a good.” 
 
    Taylor's face lit up in a smile. “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    It was nice to have his sister beside him after so many years away, and if all they had to talk about were boobs and the latest pop bands, he’d have been as happy as a pig in shit. But he’d returned to Stillwater for a reason, and he figured now was as good a time to get into it as any.  
 
    “So… What’s going on at home?” 
 
    From the corner of his eye he saw her chewing on her lower lip. It was almost a minute later before she replied. 
 
    “Something's wrong with Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “You think?” Kyle wanted to laugh at her statement of the obvious.  
 
    “No,” Taylor replied, shaking her colorful head. “I'm serious. They're both a couple of weirdos, sure, but lately they've been taking it up a notch. Lots of notches. It's... It scares me.” 
 
    Taylor had used the word 'scared' in her messages, but in text it had felt like over exaggerated young girl drama. Hearing her say it, with her voice soft and fearful, the word took on a new level of importance.  
 
    “How do you mean? Why scared?” 
 
    “It's like...” She paused and ran her left hand through her hair, played with the beads and feathers she'd braided in. “It's like they're not the same people anymore. It started with Dad. He's always been closed off, ya know? Hard to read? But about a month ago he started opening up in a bad way. If I or Mom did something that pissed him off, he'd yell at us. At first it was once or twice a day, but then it became more and more. When I still had Mom I could deal with it, but then she started getting weird too. Instead of yelling, she got condescending, walked around like someone put a crown on her head and made her Queen Bitch of the world.” 
 
    “Hey now.” Kyle interrupted her. “As bad as she seems, that's still Mo—” 
 
    Taylor twisted around in her seat and pointed a black-lacquered fingernail at him. “No, Kyle. You don't get to play that card. You left. I could have hated you for that, maybe sometimes I even did, but I understood why you did it. Hell, you were an inspiration. But when you left me here with them, you lost the right to tell me how I should talk about our parents. And I'm telling you, those people aren't my parents anymore.” 
 
    “What, you mean like pod people or something?” he asked, unable to keep a small laugh out of his voice.  
 
    “No, not... I don't know. I mean, no, I don't think aliens have fallen from the sky and replaced Mom and Dad so they can take over the world. 'Cause, if so, epic fail on that plan. But there is something wrong with them. When I look in their eyes, I don't see any love there. No love, no joy, no happiness. Every day they get a little more angry, a little more...dark. I don't know how else to say it. I don't even recognize them anymore.” 
 
    Kyle was a man used to dealing with facts, statistics, black and white info. He didn't understand what Taylor was trying to say, and that frustrated him, because he wanted to understand. He wanted to help. “By dark, what do you mean?” 
 
    Taylor chewed on her lip again and looked down at her knees. “The other day I got up and went into the kitchen to get breakfast before leaving for school. When I went past the living room I saw them sitting on the couch. The only light was what came from my bedroom, so they were just sitting there, in the dark, dressed in the same clothes they'd had on the day before, staring at nothing. I swear to god I just about screamed. It was the creepiest thing I'd ever seen.” 
 
    “Did they say anything?” 
 
    She gave her head a slight shake. “Not at first. They just sat there. I stood there watching them breathe and stare. I didn't know what to do or say. It was almost... It was like they were in church, just sitting and listening to Pastor Lucas preach. After half a minute of me building up a good freak-out, Dad turned and looked at me with eyes that…I can’t believe I’m saying it…with eyes that weren’t there. I swear, they were just black holes in his face. And then, just as I’m ready to scream, he said, 'You better get your ass to school, girl, or I'll take you to work with me, and we'll see how you do in the deep dark.' His voice sounded like it was coming out of the ground, Kyle, like…like he was talking from that goddam mine. I was so scared I didn't even go back to my room to get my book bag. I just grabbed a breakfast bar and ran out. It was awful.” 
 
    “Sounds it,” Kyle replied, choking on the understatement. “Have they done it again, or anything like that?” 
 
    “The sitting in the dark thing? Not really. Dad's barely home anymore. They've got him working the mine practically around the clock. Mom's way of dealing with it is to smoke more and call me a dyke every chance she gets. I've been staying at friends' houses to get away from it, but it’s not just Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Taylor sipped on her drink and stared into the darkness outside the windshield. “It’s the whole town. Fights have been breaking out in school more and more, some of them so bad ambulances had to be called. I’ve seen people who used to be friends yell at each other like they were born enemies. And…I know this sounds stupid, like I’m a doctor or something…but everyone looks sick. I know Fall isn’t the best time to get a tan in these mountains, but people are walking around looking almost like corpses. It’s crazy. It’s all around here, and I’m scared.” 
 
    The words his little sister used bothered him. What she'd said so far was awful, but surely her mind had exaggerated things. As bad as Mother had been to talk to, she hadn’t been possessed or anything. Taylor’s worries were likely a reaction to their disapproval of her sexual orientation.  
 
    Speaking of disapproval, he thought as his headlights swept across a street sign reading ELMWOOD WAY, if they catch her out with me she’s going to get in a world of trouble. Me too. I better get her home. 
 
    “That sounds weird, no doubt about that. Tomorrow I’m going to talk to Mom and Dad both. We’ll get this situation figured out, one way or another. Okay.” 
 
    Taylor nodded, then shrugged her shoulders. “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do. Now I better get you back.” 
 
    “You're taking me home?” The skin between her eyes wrinkled. “Already? Why? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    He brought the Jeep to a stop in the middle of the dark country road and turned to face her. “You didn't do anything wrong. This isn't a punishment. It's just that it's getting late, and if Mom and Dad haven't found out that you slipped away, they will soon. The last thing either of us needs is them getting all in an uproar or calling the cops.” 
 
    He let off the brake and continued their drive, but Taylor crossed her arms and glared forward. “I don't want to go back there, Kyle. Didn't you hear what I said? It's goddam scary in that house. Something is wrong with them.” 
 
    “Mom seemed off, yeah,” he replied, trying to calm her down, “but don't you think you're exagger-” 
 
    “Don't you do that! Don't put this off as some stupid girl shit! You don't live in that house! You don't know!” 
 
    He knew that everything she said she believed, that to her none of it was exaggeration. And, with everything he had he wished he could believe her, because then he could whisk her off and never have to worry about the consequences. But he didn't live in a world where he could do that. In his world people didn't get possessed or replaced by aliens. In his world people had to follow the law, had to do what was right, even if it sucked ass doing it. If Taylor wasn't strong enough to realize that, he'd have to be strong enough for the both of them. 
 
    “I don't like making you do what you don't want to do, believe me, but if we want to have a chance of making this situation better, we have to be careful, and we have to handle it the right way.” 
 
    She laughed, the burst of sound anything but joyful. “Oh, right, sure. 'The right way.' There's nothing right about any of this. Stick around long enough, and you'll see that too.” 
 
    He dimmed the lights as they rolled to a stop two homes from their parents' house. “I'm going to stick around. We'll see this through. I promise.” 
 
    Taylor’s fingers held her arms in a white-knuckled grip as she stared forward. He watched her nostrils flare, wondering what he could say that would help, but after a moment she opened her door and slid out. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said without turning around. “We'll see. Thanks for nothing.” 
 
    She closed the Jeep's door, careful not to slam it even though she was angry, and jogged off into the night. The shadows of the surrounding houses and the trees that bordered them quickly swallowed her up, removing all trace of her as though she'd never existed. 
 
    “Well that went well,” Kyle said to himself. “Good job, dumb ass. Real good job.” 
 
    Kyle put the Jeep back into drive and rolled on, scratching his head and wondering how he could have handled it better. The drive back to the motel felt like it took forever as a million better word choices poured through his brain. 
 
      
 
    Taylor ground her teeth together as she walked past the Nichols house, her feet trampling through mud patches in loud plops. This wasn't how things were supposed to go. After weeks of dealing with her parents' gradual slide into total freakdom, her brother had finally arrived to make it all better. But instead of listening to her and understanding just how strange things were, he'd blown her off like some kid crying wolf. How could he do that? How could he not get it? Frustration rolled through her chest like a ball of flame, making her blood boil.  
 
    As she rounded the Nichols place her parents’ house slid out of the darkness, the front door and driveway lit by a scarcely functional streetlamp. The back of the house where her bedroom was located was lost in shadows. She'd snuck out of her room lots of times, though, so she knew exactly where to go even though she could barely see.  
 
    Beneath her window, standing amid a riot of daylilies and begonias, were two gnarly cement garden gnomes. She'd picked them up the year before at a small craft shop halfway between Stillwater and Williamson, and over the course of several weeks she'd painted them to look like little gnomy vampires named Drago and The Count. As an ironic touch she'd even glued plastic rhinestones to their faces and hands so they glittered when the sun hit them. At first they'd been meant as whimsical touches to decorate the flower garden she tended beneath her window – she loved the smell of them in the spring when the rain and sun drove them into a frenzy of growth – but it hadn't take long for her to figure out they also made for great step stools. All she had to do was make sure not to leave any tell-tale shoe prints on their stony black hats, and no one would be the wiser. That was the idea, anyway. 
 
    Careful to not crush her flowers, Taylor wiped her feet off on the grass and then put her left foot on the Count's head to hoist herself up. Her window was shut, but not locked, and she shoved it up with the palms of her hands. Wood scraped against wood, but the window made little sound. Once it was open, she leaned over and pushed herself over the sill, making sure Lady Gaga's face didn't catch on anything and tear. It was her favorite shirt, and the last thing she needed after the night's massive disappointment was to ruin it. 
 
    Once inside her room she turned to close the window, but then paused. Just because her stupid brother had dumped her here didn't mean she had to stay. She hadn't been exaggerating one bit when she'd said staying in the house scared her. When the lights went out and the house was quiet, all she could think about were her parents sitting on the couch, staring into space. Telling Kyle about that had been hard, because it was a memory she didn't enjoy recalling, but there were other things she hadn't told him, things she kept to the furthest reaches of her mind. She didn't tell him about the whispers she heard coming from the bathroom when her dad went in there, or the way he sometimes cocked his head as if he was listening to something no one else could hear. She didn't tell him about the blackened fingernail she found in the bathtub the other day that was too large to belong to anyone else but her dad, and she certainly hadn't mentioned the way his eyes sometimes seemed to darken when he got really mad, like the light inside him was buried by something. Every night she spent under her parents' roof was a test of her resolve and love-- a test she was slowly failing. Now she felt like an end to it might be in sight, and that possibility made the prospect of another night in her room seem unbearable.  
 
    The decision to leave made, Taylor stooped down next to her bed and pulled out a green duffel bag. Other girls would have preferred a Hello Kitty backpack or some other lame shit, but not Taylor. Her mom had gotten the duffel bag for her years ago from an Army/Navy store, and when she'd said it was probably like the one Kyle used, the bag quickly became her favorite possession. The wear and tear it had developed over the years only made her love it more. 
 
    If she left now and peddled hard she could get to Morgan's in twenty minutes so long as the rain hadn't washed out Gosselin Road. Morgan knew how Taylor's family life had been going and had begged her repeatedly to stay over. Now was as good a time as any to take her up on it. Then they could even ride to school together tomorrow. 
 
    As Taylor walked to her dresser to get some clean clothes, a hand reached out from the darkness of her closet and grabbed her arm. She opened her mouth to scream, but another hand came up to smother it. She stumbled backward, pulling the figure with her, and in the weak light spilling through her window she saw her father. His skin looked as gray as storm clouds, but it was his eyes that sent her heart quaking in her chest. They were black and bottomless. 
 
    “You are such a disappointment,” he said, the words dropping from his mouth like chunks of ice. “At least now you’ll be of good use.” 
 
    The grip on her arm tightened painfully, and when she looked down she saw that none of her father's fingers had nails on them anymore. The soft grim skin that remained pulsed sickeningly, and the dark veins layered over it like webbing bulged and pushed outward. When several vessels burst and sent black tendrils twisting around her wrist like thin shadowy snakes, her mind broke and she fell into an unconscious heap. In the darkness the thing that had once been her father picked her up like she weighed next to nothing, hoisted her over a lumpy shoulder, and carried her into the night. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Water fell on Maya all day, but the warm spray of her motel room's shower banished the memory of cold rain. The little bathroom was grimy, and the towels were rough, but the water flowed hot and strong. Every muscle kink and awkward moment the day had given her spiraled down the drain. It was a wonderful sensation. 
 
    Washed and toweled off, Maya walked to the bed. Her suitcase lay open on top of it, and after a few seconds of rooting around she came up with a navy blue Tennessee Titans t-shirt and a pair of red panties. After both garments were slipped on, she looked to the other side of the bed. Her cell phone lay dark on the nightstand. 
 
    She flopped on the bed and picked up her phone, figuring a quick email and Facebook check would be a good way to wind down before sleeping. As her fingers slid across the phone’s glass face she saw Alan had called and left a voice mail while she was in the shower. 
 
    He probably called to say he’ll be late, she thought as she opened the voice mail app. Typical. 
 
    “Hey, Maya, it’s me.” Alan’s slow, gloomy voice set off an alarm bell in her belly. “Listen, I…yeah…I can’t make it to the investigation in Stillwater. A last minute wedding videography job got booked, and my boss is still out of town, so I have to do it. I tried like hell to get one of the other guys to cover for me, but I work with a bunch of useless assholes, so I’m stuck with it. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    Maya knew he was sorry. Alan was a good guy, and most of the time really dependable. For him to beg off an investigation, especially one that appeared as juicy as this, it had to hurt. But, as the consequences of this change of plans played out in her mind, she realized she would end up being the sorriest of them all. 
 
    “So, as I’m sure you’ve surmised by now, that means I had to ask Darius to help you in my place. I know, I know, your ex-boyfriend is the last person you want to see right now. He wasn’t all that happy about it either. If there was someone else I could send, I would, but the three of us are it – for now at least. If things go south in a hurry and you two absolutely cannot work together, just cut the trip short and come home. You and I will investigate it another time. It’s not like the town’s going anywhere, right? Anyway, I really am sorry. I’ll make it up to you somehow. Try not to kill him. Talk to you when you get back. Bye.” 
 
    It took all her willpower to not hurl her phone against a wall. Of everyone she didn’t want to see, Darius topped the list. She didn’t need the stress of him being around adding to what was already proving to be a tough investigation. But shit, what was done was done. Darius was probably already on his way. The only thing she could do now was grin and bear it. 
 
    All thoughts of sleep now banished from her head, Maya closed the voice mail app and started a game of Sweet Smash. The game was addictive, but when she imagined Darius’s face in place of the small sweet treats she destroyed with a touch of her finger it became all the more pleasurable. She didn’t look up from her phone when a pair of headlights swung past her window accompanied by a growling engine, but a knock at her door jerked her back to reality. 
 
    Instinctively she looked at the deadbolt and chain lock – both were secured – then checked the time on her phone. 10:34 PM. Her purse sat next to her, and she reached inside it. When her fingers circled the hard plastic handle of her taser she felt a tiny bit better. Getting out of bed as quietly as she could, she crossed to the door and took a look through the peephole. Kyle stood outside. As much as she looked forward to seeing him again, this seemed a bit soon. 
 
    “Kyle?” she asked through the door. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Even though the peephole’s lens distorted his face, his red eyes and disheveled hair told her  he wasn’t okay. Her heart thudded with an extra beat.  
 
    “Not really,” he replied, his voice muffled by wood and wall. “If you don’t want any company, though, I understand. I just… I just needed to talk with someone.” 
 
    If Maya had a weakness, other than peanut butter cups and the smell of cigars, it was sad guys. And even though she knew that about herself, she was powerless to do anything about it. Wanting to mend broken men was just part of her DNA. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. Umm…give me a second.” Maya put her taser on the dresser, then opened a drawer and grabbed a set of pajama bottoms. They were faded green and didn’t go with her shirt, but at the moment beggars couldn’t be choosers. After they were on she did one last check of the room to make sure nothing was out that shouldn’t be. With her heart hammering in her chest like a caged animal, she went to the door, unbolted the lock, and opened it. 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt stupid as hell. Here he was, knocking on the door of a woman he barely knew, and all because his little sister had copped an attitude with him. 
 
    No, it’s more than that, and you know it. You don’t want to admit it, but every crazy thing she said, you believe it. You’ve got no evidence but one bad conversation with your mother, but even so, Taylor’s not lying. So what does that mean? What are you gonna do? Maybe you should run away again. That’s at least something you’re good at. 
 
    Those were the thoughts plaguing him on the drive back to the motel, and no matter how reasonable he tried to be with himself, they just wouldn’t leave him. He felt worse and less sure with every mile he drove, but when he pulled into the motel’s parking lot and saw Maya’s car he knew he had to see her. If anything could lift his spirits it was her beautiful blue eyes and bright smile. 
 
    She proved him right the moment she opened the door. She was a vision, even in old green pajama pants and a Titans t-shirt. A breath of cool air blew through his head, clearing away some of the angst-ridden dust. “Wow.” 
 
    A blush spread across Maya’s face like an early sunrise, and she tugged at the hem of her shirt as she backed away from the door. “Shut up and come in already.” 
 
    The air inside her room was damp, and a towel hanging from the bathroom door said why. Once through the threshold he turned left and settled into an empty chair next to the cheap table located between the bed and window. Behind him Maya locked the door, then followed him and sat facing him on the bed. 
 
    “So, you wanted to talk?” The question was direct, but her tone was soft.  
 
    Kyle nodded, yet as he soaked in her warmth all the tangles in his head loosened, deflating his anxiety. “I do. Or, at least, I did. I don’t know. My head and my heart are struggling to understand each other.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” Maya leaned against her headboard. “Is it your sister? You worried about her?” 
 
    “She’s part of it. Like I said, I don’t... I knew coming back to this damn town would be a mistake.” 
 
    “If your sister’s in trouble, then it’s not a mistake.” 
 
    He knew that. In his heart he knew she was right. In his head, though, he felt like David up against a Goliath made up of the entire town. It felt like too much, or he felt like too little. Or maybe it was both. Either way, he didn’t fell ready for what was coming. 
 
    “I just feel so damn guilty.” A warm tear fell down his face. “I never should have left her here. I was selfish, and stupid, and arrogant. I graduated, left town, joined the Army, and not once did I consider what might happen back home. How could I do that to my baby sister?” 
 
    With each word his tears fell harder.  
 
    Great, now I look as pathetic as I feel. I am such a loser. 
 
    “You’re not a loser,” she replied as she leaned toward him, the caring quality of her voice sweeping his mind away and caressing his heart. “You were a kid. You couldn’t know. We all do dumb things we later regret. You shouldn’t beat yourself up about it. You’re here now, right? Better late than never.” 
 
    “Is it?” He reached for a handkerchief in his front pocket, but Maya reached out and wiped his tears away before he could get it. Her skin was warm and smooth against his, and just like when he’d first shaken her hand a jolt of electricity coursed through him. Under her touch he felt naked, exposed, and in a strange way completely at home. The swirl of sudden emotions made him dizzy. 
 
    “It is.” Maya’s eyes locked onto his, giving him a center to hold to. “Bad people don’t cry about what they’ve done or have regrets. You didn’t know what would happen, you did what you thought was right at the time, and now you’re back to try and make a difference. Your sister is lucky to have you as her big brother.” 
 
    Kyle wanted to believe her so much. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I do.” Shifting her legs around to hang off the side of the bed, she reached out and took both his hands in hers. “Believe it or not, I know more than you think. You’re a good man. You care. You have your doubts, but your love for your sister shines through that. You’re a remarkable guy, Kyle.” 
 
    Her words were healing, reaching into him and making right so many of the things that were wrong. Yet, as good as they felt, they also shined a light on fears and worries he normally kept in the dark. 
 
    “Remarkable. Right.” He sniffed back tears and rubbed at his wet eyes. “If I’m so remarkable, then why do I feel so helpless and alone?” 
 
    Using a hand under his chin to draw him close, she whispered, “You’re not alone,” and then kissed him. His instinct was to pull away – he barely knew Maya – but the feel of her hands as they held the sides of his face kept him right where he was. She leaned forward, pressing closer to him, the heat of her body washing against him in waves. After a few moments they both stood up and wrapped their arms around each other, giving and taking comfort. 
 
    Her lips were warm and smooth against his. The way their tongues tentatively explored each other made him think of eating a sun-warmed peach. She tasted sweet in his mouth, and her breath gave him new life. He worried his desire to drink her in made him too aggressive, but she gave as good as she got. Her fingers slid into his hair and her chin rubbed against his urgently. It was the longest kiss he'd ever experienced in his life, and without doubt the hottest. When they eventually parted it was with deep regret. 
 
    “I want you,” she said, her eyes half closed. “Now.” 
 
    He hated looking a miracle in the mouth, but he didn't want to feel like he was taking advantage of anyone. “Are you sure? I—” 
 
    She shushed him with a quick kiss and started pulling off her clothes. First went the sweatpants, and then went the red panties underneath. He felt like a little boy peeking at his birthday present as he gazed at the light brown cleft between her legs and the trimmed thatch of hair above it. When she removed her shirt and revealed her breasts he wanted to faint. They looked ripe and full, the right breast just slightly larger than the left, and his hands ached to hold them.  
 
    Giving himself over, his hands shook as he pulled off his shirt. As he tugged it over his head he got caught up and had to struggle to clear the neck hole. Embarrassment made his face feel like it was on fire, but Maya only smiled. 
 
    “Let me.” She pressed against him.  
 
    Her nipples were like hard chocolate candies, and the feel of them made his head swim. He barely knew what was happening as she took his shoes and socks off, and it wasn't until he felt cold air blow past his groin that he realized he was naked as a jay bird. When she took him in her hand, he trembled. 
 
    Within seconds they were on the bed, their hands ranging over each other's bodies, their mouths consuming everything they could reach. She felt like velvet in his hands, her body soft and warm and endlessly curved. She was a bundle of desire, both to give and receive, and he did everything he could to match her, though she didn't make it easy. When she eventually pulled away, the space between their bodies felt cavernous. 
 
    “Do you have any protection?” she asked, her voice breathy and deep. 
 
    A sinking sensation hit his stomach. “No, I don't. I...uh...wasn't planning on this.” 
 
    The corners of her lips turned down in a frown, but then she got up from the bed and walked to her collection of bags. He loved watching her move, seeing her body from every angle possible. Her hands moved quickly as she opened one of the bags and rooted through it. Several seconds later she pulled out a box of condoms. The scuffed, bent cardboard container looked like it had been there awhile, but when she shook it three small plastic wrappers fell into her hand. 
 
    “I got it.” He reached for one of the wrappers, but she shook her head and tore one open with her teeth as she tossed the other two on the nightstand. Just watching and feeling her hands on him made him want to climax there and then, but he bit his lower lip and held on. The true test came when she straddled his hips and guided him inside her. 
 
    His brain slipped into a place without language as he entered her. She rode him in long, slow motions, and all either of them could utter were grunts and half words. Her hands were on his chest, and he held her hips, holding her right where she was. He couldn't say how long they lasted – it could have been seconds or hours – but eventually his eyes rolled up in his head and he crested the mountain.  
 
    Maya lowered her head and rested it beneath his chin. He slid his hands from her hips to encircle her back. Her skin was slick with sweat. Her chest moved in the same frantic motions as his. 
 
    “That was...that was perfect,” she said with barely enough breath to voice the words.  
 
    He kissed the top of head and hugged her close. “Yeah, I'd say that just about describes it.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her gray eyes and brown face so strange and yet so perfect. When she smiled, he smiled too. 
 
    “Do it again,” she said, sliding her hand down to take hold of him.  
 
    And so they made love again. He knew little more than her name, yet when he looked at her he saw something he recognized, something that pulled at him and made him feel like she had always been there. He'd never felt anything like it, not with any other girl he'd been with, and the feeling gave the act of loving her body that much more meaning and passion. By the time they were both spent and the sheets were a sweaty tangle, he felt a connection to her that seemed almost magical, even if it scared him.  
 
    “Sleep here tonight.” She spooned against him and drew his arm around her. “If that's okay, I mean.” 
 
    “There's nowhere else I'd rather be,” he told her, pulling her close and kissing the back of her neck. 
 
    She murmured something in return, but he didn't hear it, and that was okay. He stayed right where he was, holding Maya close and letting the warmth of her lull him into a deep sleep. He barely felt it when Maya grumbled and shifted her body around as dark dreams slipped inside her head. His sleep was deep and unbroken. 
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Children of Shadows 
 
      
 
    Standing in the lightless cavern, Ash dreamed of an ancient world. It was the dark world of those who came first, colossal beasts of great power rising from the muck of a planet just beginning to cool, when raw magic and power were free for the taking. And take it, they did. With strength that made mountains crumble and appetites that drained oceans, the First Ones ravaged the world and each other, created armies from dust, sired foul children out of the ooze. There were no stars in that world, just a black sky and a moon that looked down on it like a blood-filled eye. For millions of years they warred and tortured and killed. But then came the light, and then the rain.  
 
    Ash saw only darkness in his dreams after that. He wanted more blood, wanted to see the ancients tremble the world and shape it to all the dark purposes that boiled in their minds like burning pitch, wanted to see them drunk on their power, but he didn't. He saw only what became of his god after the water fell. It was tragic for a being as mighty as he that slept in the flooded cavern below, but it wasn't the end of the story. The sound of rumbling pumps and the increased stirring in his head promised more was to come, and Ash would be there when the greatest of the First rose again, returning the world to what it should have been. 
 
    Rocks scattered in the tunnel behind him, followed by the sound of several beating hearts. One was calm, its pulses slow and steady, but the other was frantic, like a rabbit caught in a snare. The erratic beat of it stirred Ash's appetite, and jagged teeth pushed through his gums, ruining the pink meat and dislodging old teeth to fall useless to the ground in a spatter of bloody gore.  
 
    “Sir, we've got a problem,” Gus said as he stopped outside the cavern's entrance. 
 
    Casting a glance over his bony left shoulder, Ash looked at his underling and was amused by the way he held his hat in his hands and twisted it. There wasn't a single ray of light to be had in the mine, but Ash saw everything as though in the brightness of day. It was just one of the many gifts his god had bestowed upon him. Gus couldn't see as well, but even so when he looked at Ash he flinched and looked away quickly.  
 
    “We're standing at the dawn of a new age for humanity,” Ash said, his voice deeper than ever before, with a rumble in it like the earth grinding against itself. “How can there be a problem with that?” 
 
    Gus wrung his hat and kicked at small stones next to his boots. “It's my son. He's...uh...come back to town. Could be trouble.” 
 
    Laughing, Ash ran his tongue over the new fangs populating his mouth. The sharp teeth cut his tongue and sent small steams of brackish blood running into his throat. The taste was wonderful, but the cuts closed a moment later, staunching the flow. 
 
    “You're son's no trouble to the darkness that rises below us. Nothing can stop what's coming.” 
 
    It was Gus's turn to laugh, the sound of it mirthless and pitiful. “No, and praise be.” 
 
    Ash sighed and ground his teeth together so hard they shredded the insides of his gray cheeks. Gouts of blood and torn meat poured down his throat before the wounds healed, and the taste of it hit his body like a drug, sending his blackened heart into a gallop.  
 
    “Indeed. Praise be. Soon our Lord will be risen, and all the sons and daughters of Stillwater will meet the fate that has been written for them. Our Lord's will cannot be denied.” 
 
    Gus nodded and put it through another round of twists.  
 
    Ash's patience with those who were among the first of the awoken was great, but Gus's hemming and hawing stretched it. “Now what plagues your mind?” 
 
    “Kyle ain't the only new face in town,” the old man finally said. “Some bitch rolled in 'round the same time. People think she might be a reporter or something. All she done so far is ask a few questions, but I don't like it.” 
 
    “Do you think she and your son came together for some purpose?” 
 
    Gus shook his head and crushed the bill of his hat in his hands. “Naw, don't seem to. They came in different vehicles, and they're staying in different rooms over at the motel.” 
 
    Sighing, Ash turned and looked back down at the lowering waters. There lay his future, his destiny. “It don't matter. The time of awakening is at hand, and in another day or so the whole world is gonna change. Hallelujah.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir,” Gus replied, a light shining from his eyes and a smile on his face. “I also wanted to let you know I brung my girl like I said I would.” 
 
    Stepping to the side, Gus cleared the passageway to reveal his daughter. A piece of thick black tape covered her mouth, and one of the night crew held her in place, his grip so tight on her arms the skin around his fingers bruised. The young girl's cheeks puffed in and out, and tears streamed from her eyes as she cried into a darkness so deep it blinded her. 
 
    “She's pretty,” Ash said, his teeth aching at the thought of tearing her head off and eating the bloody stump until all that was left was to suck the marrow out of her spine. 
 
    “She's trouble is what she is. Never been anything but. Least now she'll do something worthwhile.” 
 
    Ash pushed his lust to kill and feed to the back of his mind. His god would be hungry when he rose, and it would be a sin to deny him such a tasty treat as Gus's daughter. He would feed when all of civilization lay in ruin, and the cattle of humanity lain at his feet. 
 
    “Go put her with the others, then.” Ash licked the gray flaps of skin that were his lips, he noted a small change in the noise rolling off of the equipment outside the cavern. “And get someone to take a look at the pumps. I don't want anything delaying the glory to come.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” Gus shoved his hat into his pocket and turned away. His daughter stumbled after him, her muted cries and sniffling filling Ash's body with so much pleasure that what remained of his cock hardened in his pants. 
 
    There was great glory to come, oh yes, and when his god awoke the whole world would fall to their knees. Ash ached to see that day come as quickly as possible. Blood and spit oozed down his gleaming teeth, coating his chin in gore. 
 
    In the darkness below, the water stirred. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A loud thump and violent vibrations yanked Darius from the pull of sleep hours of night driving had induced. His hands shook as he clamped down on the steering wheel of his car and pulled off the gravel shoulder he’d drifted onto. His eyes felt gummy, and after eating nothing but chips and microwave burritos his mouth could have easily been mistaken for the floor of a convenience store. To wake himself up and clear some of the gunk from his mouth he lifted a bottle of water and sucked out what little remained. He glanced around for another bottle, but a quick glance around the interior of his Ford Taurus came up fruitless.  
 
    A flash of white and green in his headlights caught his eye. When he looked up, a sign reading ENTERING STILLWATER went by on the right. A few hours ago he wouldn't have thought he'd be relieved to see a sign like that, but now he was ecstatic. He'd been driving for  ten hours, and playlists full of Jay-Z or Flo Rida pumping through his speakers hadn’t made it easy or fun. 
 
    His cell phone was clipped to his dash, and he glanced at it with an angry eye. He knew Alan had told Maya he was coming, yet she hadn’t bothered calling or texting to let him know where she was staying, where to meet, anything. He was up and driving deep into the asshole of night, and she was ignoring him. Typical. 
 
    Reason 1, he thought, for why I dumped your ass. Reason 2? You’re scary as hell. 
 
    For both those reasons Darius was glad this was his last job to work with Maya. Whenever any sort of spookiness reared its head she lost sight of everything and everyone else, which might not have been the worst thing in the world, but with her, spookiness was never just some strange knocking sounds and the occasional cold spot. No, with her it was always screaming and running and swearing the next day he’d never do it again. She said she had a gift, but to him it was more like a curse. He’d managed to escape relatively unscathed, and he planned on keeping it that way once this investigation was done and she was finally out of his life. He felt bad for the next guy who got caught up in her weird wake 
 
    The LOW FUEL alarm dinged, shocking him back to the real world rolling by. 
 
    “Ah fuck. Great. Just great. And what do you wanna bet there ain't a gas station for miles.” 
 
    The universe surprised him when a lit-up sign rose into view as he crested a hill. It read VANCE’S GAS-N-GO, and beneath it were prices for different grades of gas. Darius exhaled a thankful gust of wind. 
 
    The gas station was small, comprised of a tiny cashier's station flanked by four sets of pumps. As Darius pulled in he saw the pump closest to the entrance was being used by three big guys fueling a beat-up old Dodge pickup. Judging by the dark stains on their plaid shirts and the dirty baseball caps on their heads, he felt safe in profiling them as rednecks. Something about them didn’t look right though. Maybe it was the fluorescent lights, or maybe they were just tired from a long night of working, but all three of them looked sick. They were each hunched over, their movements sluggish, and their skin was the sickly gray color of dirty snow. Not wanting any trouble, he stopped at the pump on the opposite side of the station. 
 
    As he stepped out of his car, the moist, crisp air slapped him in the face. From the corner of his eyes he saw the ashen rednecks turn and look at his car. A shiny purple Taurus was probably something these backwoods hicks didn't see every day. In any other time or place he would have stared back and given them a “What the fuck you looking at?” but this wasn’t any other time or place, so he ignored them and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. His credit card slipped into his fingers as he saw a sign on the pump's card reader. “Card Machine Down.” 
 
    “Shit.” He looked around at the other pumps, and all of them had the same sign. He then looked in the cash pocket of his wallet, but he already knew what he'd find there – nothing. “Shit.”  
 
    Hoping the attendant might be able to help, he walked over to the booth. Inside the small cinderblock building sat a kid so dreadful looking the three hicks down the way seemed fresh as daisies. Pasty flesh stretched across bones so sharp they stuck out in odd angles, and lesions covered his greasy face like a shotgun blast. He sat on a stool reading a magazine behind a Plexiglas window, oblivious to the world. On the magazine's cover were two naked Asian women kissing and grabbing each other’s tits. The kid licked his cracked lips with a thick, dark, dry tongue.  
 
    When the kid didn't acknowledge his presence, Darius reached up to tap the clear plastic window, but something held him back. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t understand it, but a tingle in the back of his mind told him to stop. Stop and run. 
 
    “You’re gonna die, coon.” the kid sounded as if he were commenting on the weather, his eyes still glued to the magazine. 
 
    A chill hit Darius’s chest like an icy spike plunging through his heart. “Um, what did you say?” 
 
    The kid, still without glancing up, licked his chapped lips and flipped to the next page. “I think ya heard me just fine.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t want any trouble.” And that was the truth. Darius was no coward, but nothing about this situation felt right. “I just need–” 
 
    The kid finally put his porn down and looked up at Darius. His eyes were dead fish staring out from an ashen face, and pockmarks on his cheeks oozed blood and pus. “You don’t want trouble, coon, but you’re about to get a heaping fuckin’ load of it.”  
 
    Fury rose up in Darius's chest, and he hammered the Plexiglas with both fists. “You better shut the fuck up or I'll get a tire iron and beat the shit out of you with it!” 
 
    The kid wiped his leaking face with his right hand. Reddish ooze smeared his fingers, but then he licked them clean with his swollen black tongue. In spite of his anger, Darius wanted to vomit.  
 
    “Bye now.” The kid cast his eyes back down at his porn. 
 
    Angry and sickened and frightened all at the same time, Darius didn’t understand how the early morning had gone so wrong so quickly. Fearing what was coming, he tried to run back to his car. When he turned he found the three rednecks surrounding him like gray Neanderthal statues. 
 
    “Hey.” The fires of his emotion dampened at the sight of their wide, hunched bodies. “Like I said, I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    The redneck directly in front of him sneered with the lips of a drowning victim, puffy and almost black, and rolled his shoulders. Thick ropes of muscle bunched against his filthy work shirt. In the harsh lights hanging overhead Darius noticed the redneck's hands were stained with dark powder. His fingernails were black crescent moons. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come here, nigger,” the redneck said in a voice created by decades of cigarettes and hard drinking. 
 
    In a flash, Darius's fury rose up again, and before he knew what he was doing he punched the redneck square in the jaw. A loud, meaty pop filled the air, followed by Darius swearing loudly as he yanked his bruised hand back and cradled it next to his chest. He felt like he busted one of his knuckles, maybe two, but he was okay with that when he saw the redneck's jaw hang at a broken angle. His victory was short lived, though, when the redneck didn't react or cry out. The guy looked like he didn't even realize he'd been hurt. Darius panicked, thinking the men around him might be high on drugs as well as sick, but then a shadow pass over the redneck's eyes, turning them black as midnight. Darius looked at the men on either side of him, and their eyes were the same pitiless voids. 
 
    “You got spirit,” the redneck to Darius’s right said. 
 
    “The ancient one will enjoy eating it,” the one to his left finished. 
 
    Darius barely had time to fear for his life before all three men moved in and pounded on him. The rednecks were strong, and within the first few swings they'd pummeled him to the ground with punches so powerful they sent shockwaves of anguish through his mind. He swung back instinctively, but his movements were wild and frantic. What few hits he landed meant nothing. The rednecks tightened their circle, punching and kicking in an endless stream of punishment. His arms broke in meaty snaps, sending bile up his throat from the searing pain, and then they smashed his leg to dust. The agony soon became overwhelming, and in the small part of his mind that he still had control of he wished like hell he would just black out. At least then he wouldn’t feel pain anymore. 
 
    With detached cruelty the three men pounded him to mush, their hits and kicks delivered with a terrible rhythm. By the time they finished Darius was little more than a bleeding bag of broken bones barely clinging to consciousness.  
 
    As though hearing things from another world, Darius noted the stool in the attendant booth creak as the kid stood up. “You gonna take him to the mine?” 
 
    “Yup,” the first redneck replied, his jaw popping as he spoke. “Ash will want him before he bleeds out.”  
 
    Darius could only watch through eyes nearly swollen closed and fear what new terror was coming as the redneck grabbed him by his shirt collar and dragged him to the Dodge pickup. Picking him up like a ragdoll, the redneck lifted him and tossed him into the truck bed. Darius’s head smashed against rusted metal, and a groan of pain gurgled past his broken lips. It was the last sound he ever made. When the world went dark and his heart squeezed its last beat, he was thankful. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    When Kyle heard the door next to his room open and close, he turned off the ugly television – nothing but stupid morning talk shows were on anyway – gathered up his keys, put a light jacket on, and left. Outside he found Maya standing next to his rented Jeep. To his disappointment she wore jeans and a thin green sweater over a white t-shirt instead of the skirt and revealing blouse from the day before. But, with a figure like hers, even a burlap sack would have been sexy. The leather hiking shoes laced to her feet and lumpy bag of equipment slung over her shoulder said that today she was all business.  
 
    “So where are we off to first?” he asked as he unlocked the passenger door and opened it for her. He pulled his jacket collar up to keep the rain from falling down his back. 
 
    Maya smiled as she leaned in and took the offered seat. “Let’s go to the town library.” 
 
    It had been a long time since he'd been out there, but the drive was easy enough to remember. “That I can do.” He closed the door and walked around the vehicle. After getting in next to her, he buckled his seatbelt and started the engine. But, before he disengaged the break, he pulled out his phone and said, “Give me one second. Need to call Taylor.” He then opened his contacts list and pressed the line for Taylor's cell phone. Ring tones chirped against his ear, but eventually he was dumped to voice mail.  
 
    “No answer?” Maya asked. 
 
    Kyle shook his head and redialed. When he got her voice mail again, he hung up. “That's odd. Kids these days might as well have their phones surgically implanted on them.” 
 
    “Maybe her school doesn't allow cell phones. It is almost nine in the morning on a school day, don't forget. She probably has it turned off, or it's on vibrate and she can't answer it right now.” 
 
    Kyle felt like a dumbass as he opened his text message app and started typing. Of course Maya was right. On his phone he wrote, “HEY SIS, BE BY AT 11 TO TAKE YOU TO LUNCH. LOVE YA.” When he hit the SEND button he felt better. 
 
    “Okay, you have me all to yourself for the next several hours.” He  turned his head and backed out of the parking slot. 
 
    Rain splattered the Jeep as they left the motel and headed toward what passed for downtown Stillwater. Even though it was morning on a week day, the roads were nearly empty save for the occasional truck wheeling from one unknown location to another, their tires spraying watery tails behind them. It was a dying town, but its demise seemed to be coming sooner rather than later. 
 
    “I guess if you aren’t one for hustle and bustle, this is the town for you.” Maya stared at the vacant asphalt around them. 
 
    “No kidding. Just add that to the list of weird shit goin on.” 
 
    As disconcerting as the lack of life was, it did make the drive to the Stillwater Public Library a quick one. When they pulled up the sad looking brick building, the parking lot was just as empty as the roads. 
 
    Maya rifled through her purse, mumbling as she pulled out and then redeposited a moleskin notepad, pens of various colors, her cell phone, and an audio recorder. “It looks like I have everything I need. I’ve done this sort of research before so let me handle things. You can just sit back and watch the magic.” 
 
    Chuckling, Kyle nodded at her before opening his door and getting out. She followed him into the rain seconds later. Together they walked up the three concrete steps leading to the library’s front door. Raised to be a gentleman, he opened the door and waited for her to go through first. 
 
    The inside of the library reflected the town around it – dark, dingy, and dying. Wooden shelves stood around the walls laden with dusty books, while racks held limp magazines, bent and ready to fall. A green Formica counter stood on the right, its top chipped and faded. No one stood behind it, but noises came through a doorway beyond it. On the pebbled glass was stenciled LIBRARIAN’S OFFICE. A small bell sat on the middle of the counter. 
 
    “Allow me.” Kyle headed to the counter, hoping he wasn’t walking into another nasty encounter. “This is my town, after all.” He rang the bell when he stood before it. The clang that echoed through the library was louder than he’d anticipated, the sharp sound making his teeth ache. 
 
    The sound of shuffling papers in the office stopped, and all fell silent for several long seconds, but then plodding steps clomped toward them. Kyle felt an irrational fear build in his chest, and he stared at the doorway. Maya stepped close behind him and took one of his hands in hers with a grip so tight it was painful. A second later a shadow slid through the doorway, a dark and twisted thing of darkness. What followed it struck Kyle like a hard slap across the cheeks. 
 
    Ms. Kirkland had been old when he was a boy, her face a craggy moon above him as he borrowed his first book, but she’d always had a smile and a kind word for everyone who passed through her library. To kids old people seemed scary, with their wrinkled skin and angry words, but not Ms. Kirkland. Never Ms. Kirkland. 
 
    The bent old woman who walked through the office seemed a bit like her – the same gray hair, the same blue and white gingham blouse – but that was where the similarities ended. Gone was Ms. Kirkland’s powered face and broad smile. Now her skin was nearly the same color as her hair, which hung from her head like a wet mop, and her thin lips were pressed into a scowl. Gone was her pleasant plumpness, the old bows and bends shaved off so much that her bones seemed to press against her skin like twigs waiting to rip through a burlap sack. She looked sick and frail, ready to fall apart at the seams, but when she leveled her pale eyes on Kyle and Maya it was with a gaze they could feel press down on them. 
 
    “What in hell do you want?” Ms. Kirkland asked, her lips falling backward over toothless gums that turned her mouth into a murky cave. 
 
    Kyle cleared his throat and tried to find a smile to ease the moment. It took a few seconds to locate it. “Ms. Kirkland, I doubt you remember me, but I’m Kyle Mason. I used to come here when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Mason, huh?” The old woman looked him up and down like she was sizing up a side of beef. “Ain’t but one family in this town with that name. You must be Gus’s boy; the one that run off like he was too good for this place.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly it.” Part of him wanted to correct her, to tell her his side of the story, but most of him wanted to turn and flee the library with all the speed he could muster. Ms. Kirkland’s deterioration was plainly evident, but as he stood before her he felt that it went far beyond the flesh. Something had changed her, and as much as he hated giving credence to all the spiritual mumbo jumbo he’d heard recently he couldn’t help but sense that her rottenness went straight to the soul. This wasn’t the woman he’d known. This was someone else, a creature of hate and spite walking in her skin, draining her dry of all the goodness she’d once had. It sickened him, and he wished he could get back in the rented Jeep and leave West Virginia far in his rearview once more. 
 
    But he couldn’t. 
 
    “Don’t split hairs with me, boy. And frankly, I don’t give two craps.” Her scowl impossibly deepened. “Now like I said, what the hell you want?”  
 
     Kyle decided to let the pleasantries go – Stillwater and its residents seemed beyond niceties now –and got to the point. “We need to look at whatever archives you have for the town. Old newspapers, books written about it, that sort of thing.” 
 
    A gray eyebrow rose on Ms. Kirkland’s forehead like a storm cloud. “And do you or your half-breed girlfriend there have a library card? Don’t bother answering. You don’t. You ain’t residents of this town, so you won’t be getting one neither. Now why don’t you two get the hell out of here and go back where you came from before I call the sheriff for harassment?” 
 
    When the librarian insulted Maya, Kyle’s instinct was to snatch the old woman up by her collar and shake her until her hair fell out – which, given its thinness, it probably already was – but Maya didn’t rise to the slur or show any sort of anger. He admired her for that. 
 
    “Do you offer a temporary card?” she asked, her tone smooth. “Most libraries do.” 
 
    “Well we ain’t most libraries.” The scowl she gave Maya could have withered a tree.  
 
    “Couldn’t we at least look…” Kyle began. 
 
    “You ain’t wanted, so get out of here. Now!” 
 
    Blood boiled in Kyle’s chest and his hands curled into fists, but Maya placed a hand on his arm before he could take a step or say anything. 
 
    “We understand. Sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    Maya tugged at Kyle’s arm, and when he looked her way her expression was sincere and apologetic.  
 
    What the fuck? What’s she got to be sorry for? That old bitch is the one who should be sorry. 
 
    “Save it.” Ms. Kirkland gave a dismissive wave of her liver-spotted hand. “And don’t come back.” 
 
    Kyle let himself be pulled away from the library counter, but he made sure he didn’t leave without saying something. “At least I’m not going to die alone in this shithole town.” 
 
    Gray lips curled like a dog growling as the librarian grimaced at them. As the door opened and he was pulled into wet outside air, the old woman got the last word. “Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    “What was that about?” he asked as the door closed. “I thought we needed information.” 
 
    Maya glanced around the building, then up and down the street. “We do. But there’s more than one way to skin this particular cat. Come on.” 
 
    When she grabbed his arm again and pulled him toward the far end of the building, Kyle gave up trying to understand. She looked like she had an idea, which made her one up on him. They walked around the library and came to a rear door. An ancient Ford Galaxy sat rusting down toward the other end. Maya took the doorknob in hand and gave it a gentle twist. It was locked. 
 
    “Was that the sort of cat skinning you meant?” He wanted to laugh, but his mood was far too dark for it. 
 
    Maya gave him a bemused look, then lowered her purse to the ground and reached into it. After a few seconds she came up with a small leather case. He’d seen enough movies to know what it was even as she unzipped it, but when she opened it and laid it flat next to her purse he still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “No, this is,” she replied as she nodded at her set of lock picks. 
 
      
 
    Maya looked around, checking for prying eyes, before she lowered her knees down on wet concrete. A door, metal with reddish-brown paint flaking off it and rusting, stood before them. The doorknob and deadbolt were made by Schlage, and if she had to guess, she figured them for five-pin standard locks. Nothing she hadn’t handled before. 
 
    Thank God for cheap people and small town trust. 
 
     “Why in the hell do you have lock picks?” Kyle leaned over her like a mother hen trying to scold an errant chick. “Better yet, how do you even know how to use them?” 
 
    She picked up her tension wrench, which was really just a small L-shaped piece of metal, and set it inside the keyhole at the top. “I went through a long period of dating bad boys, and I picked up a few things along the way.” Applying a slight bit of pressure on the tension wrench to turn the lock ever so slightly, she then grabbed a small pick and inserted it beneath the wrench. With a practiced motion she raked the pick across the pins while adding more pressure to the wrench.  
 
    The lock didn’t turn. 
 
    “I think I hear a car coming.” Kyle stood up and walked a few feet away. 
 
    Focusing all her senses, she raked the pins again. Then again, this time more slowly. Nothing. 
 
    “Shit, they’re getting closer. If you’re really going to do that, then do it faster!” 
 
    She didn’t need the pressure, so she tuned him out, but not before she heard engine noise. In spite of the cool air and ever-present rain, beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. After taking a deep breath, she pushed the pick to the back of the lock and put her ear just above the knob. 
 
    “Maya, they’re practically parked back here!” He came back to stand behind her again. 
 
    Gently she wiggled the pick up and down. Tick! Keeping the tension wrench turned, she hastily moved to the second pin and wiggled the pick again. Tick! 
 
    “We have to go, Maya! I can see headlights!” 
 
    She pulled back to the third pin. Wiggle. Wiggle. Wiggle. Sweat dropped into her eyes, but she ignored it. Wiggle. Tick! Her hands started to shake, but she gritted her teeth and pushed away all her emotions. Her pick moved to the fourth pin. Wiggle. Wiggle. Tick! 
 
    “Let’s go! Let’s go!” 
 
    Exhaling sharply, Maya pulled the pick to the final pin. The tension wrench moved ever so slightly with each pin, and she knew she was close to turning it, so she wiggled the pick as if scraping away the gray stuff from a scratch off lottery card. Wigglewigglewigglewiggle! Tick! 
 
    “Oh shit, it’s a sheriff’s car! He’s gonna see us!” 
 
    As if by magic the pick slipped from the keyhole and the wrench twisted 180 degrees. The door opened into the building so quickly she almost fell forward. She reached blindly behind her while gathering up her purse and lock picks, grabbed Kyle’s arm, and jerked him as she threw herself inside the library. They both fell into a heap past the threshold. The door closed behind them with a pneumatic hiss. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Kyle’s voice shook. “That was close.” 
 
    Putting the picks back in their leather holder, Maya nodded. “Closer than you think. There was also a deadbolt. Thankfully no one locked it.” 
 
    Kyle stared at her with wide eyes. “You mean… Oh man. We could have still been out there, plain for God and everyone else to see.” 
 
    “Could have, but we’re not.” The leather case went back to the bottom of her purse. “Let’s be happy for small favors and do what we came here to do.” 
 
    “Do?” He looked around, unsure what she meant. After a couple of seconds he realized where they were and stared at her again. “How did you know?” 
 
    Maya stood up and set her purse next to a microfiche machine. “Because I saw a sign for the archives room on the back wall of the library. Above it was an EXIT sign, letting me know there was a back way in. Now here we are.” 
 
    Laughter came from Kyle’s mouth in shallow huffs. “Can you also hack into the CSI, or Walmart?” 
 
    “I can barely upgrade my website, so no. Picking locks is about the extent of my criminal repertoire.” 
 
    Kyle walked to a chair and settled into it with a sigh. “Hey, don’t count yourself short. Breaking and entering ain’t small potatoes. If we get caught I’m sure you’ll be quite popular at the women’s prison. Maybe you’ll even be able to pick up a few more skills.” 
 
    Scarcely holding in her own laughter, Maya rifled through her purse again, looking for her notebook. When she had it she opened it to the first page with a folded over corner. TOWN KILLERS was written along the top. “Maybe you’re right, but while we wait to get caught why don’t you just sit there and look pretty while I do some research, m’kay?” 
 
    Kyle didn’t look thrilled, but at the moment she wasn’t too concerned. She had a lot of information to look up, and a stopwatch ticked loudly in her head. The old bitch librarian could come back there at any moment, and that would end their field trip right quick. Maya had no plans on being passed around a women’s prison like a pack of smokes. 
 
      
 
    As pretty as Maya was, there was only so much looking at her he could do in the glow of a microfiche machine before he grew bored. After what felt like forever he got up and looked around. Dozens of newspapers hung from wooden rods, stacks of magazines sat on shelves, and various microfiche drawers were pulled out from their cabinet in varying lengths. After a few seconds a shelf labeled LOCAL HISTORY drew his attention. Most of the books on it looked fairly new, but mixed among them were tomes with splitting spines and cracked leather bindings. Those drew his interest first. 
 
    STILLWATER: A DARK HISTORY OF COAL AND HEARTS by Stephen Lumley, PhD, caught his eye as soon as he stood before the bookshelf. The book wasn’t in terrible condition, but even so he pulled it from the shelf as gently as he could, then went back to his seat. Once the book lay cradled securely in his lap, Kyle opened the cover and slowly turned yellowed pages.  
 
    The book, published in August of 1962 by the West Virginia University Press, was hefty, and Kyle only skimmed the first few pages. When he came to the table of contents he glanced at the chapter titles hoping something would pop out at him. But, instead of finding one or two titles that might be interesting, nearly all of them begged to be read. 
 
    “I hate to burst your bubble, Maya, but I think this Lumley guy was way ahead of you.” 
 
    Maya’s head popped up from the microfiche reader and turned his direction. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He held up the book, careful to not let the pages hang loose. “It’s a history of this whole area, even going back before the town was here. He’s got lots of chapters about murders, people going crazy, mining problems, the whole thing. The first chapter is about Native American legends.” 
 
    “Huh, so I’m not the only one who clued in to this place. Whatever conclusions he drew must not have caused too much of a fuss though. Unlucky for him, but maybe lucky for me. I don’t recall finding any ancient legends about this place though in my internet searches. Why not give that a read and let me know why you find.” 
 
    Kyle was glad to have something to do that might contribute, so he set to reading immediately. Two pages in and he wished there was a movie about it to watch instead. He just wasn’t much of a reader, and the dry style Stephen Lumley, PhD, wrote in only made it worse. Listening to a lecture was bad enough, but reading one… It was just too much. To save himself from falling asleep, he skimmed pages again, his eyes like fishing hooks dragging across the page in hope of catching something interesting. After ten minutes he’d only written down one actual note.  
 
    Well that wasn’t the fun sort of researching I’d hoped for. 
 
    Suddenly the sound of heavy footsteps broke Kyle and Maya from their work.  
 
    “Oh shit.” Maya’s eyes glowed blue from the screen in front of her. “I think the librarian is coming.” 
 
    Kyle set the book down on the table next to him, gingerly walked to the door, and put his ear to it. Sure enough the steps grew louder with each slow footfall. “I think you’re right. We’ve pressed our luck long enough. You got everything you need?” 
 
    Looking around at her notes, Maya nodded. “I’d love to dig deeper, but yeah, I think I’ve found enough to continue my investigation. There’s some spooky shit here.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. Now come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Maya gathered up her notebook, pen, stray sheets of paper, and phone, then shoved them in her purse and turned off the microfiche machine. She stood up and walked toward the exit door, but then turned back. “Crap, I forgot to take out the fiche and put it back in the drawer.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that.” Kyle grabbed her shoulder and steered her back around. 
 
    Maya resisted for a moment, but eventually nodded and opened the door she’d unlocked barely an hour ago. As soon as she was back outside he followed after, making sure to set the lock as he went. He made sure the door closed securely behind him, and as the last half-inch of space disappeared he thought the inner door opened and Ms. Kirkland’s face stared into the archive room. Whether or not she saw him or the door close, he didn’t know.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Leaving the library parking lot as quickly as they could without drawing attention, Kyle turned onto Reservoir Road and gave the Jeep plenty of gas. A large dump truck roared past them, sending a spray of dark, filthy water in the air like a speedboat. Kyle had to flick his wipers into high to clear off the drenched windshield. 
 
    “That truck was going kinda fast.” Maya whipped her head up to follow it. Her bag lay on the floorboard behind her feet. She pushed her heels against it to keep it from spilling over. 
 
    “You get used to it. Back when a lot of mines were open they were probably a real menace, but now with just the one...not so much.” 
 
    As though to emphasize his point, a closed metal gate with the words “MINE CLOSED. STAY OUT!” passed by on their right, followed by another in quick succession. A larger gate with rusted chains lashed around it stood like a muzzled mouth between a pair of tall trees with a sign secured across it, but graffiti and time had made it unreadable. The point was clear though – yet another mine had closed its doors. 
 
    “What do you know about the mines?” Maya pulled out her notebook and leafed through it.  
 
    Kyle glanced at her for a moment before returning his focus to the wet road ahead of him. “As little as possible. My dad has worked in them his entire life, just like his dad did, but I tried to steer as clear of them as I could.” 
 
    “You're probably better off than you realize,” Maya replied as she settled on a page of notes. “According to what I found, over the past hundred years there have been over a dozen mines opened within twenty miles of the town of Stillwater. Do you know how many of those closed down?” 
 
    “All of them.” For a kid who grew up in the lengthening shadow of the mountains, that was an easy one. 
 
    Maya gave him half a chuckle. “Yes, but do you know how many closed down because the coal seam actually ran dry?” 
 
    Kyle powered up his memory banks and raked through them, seeing if that bit of information had ever filtered through the many layers he'd put between himself and the future that had been expected of him. After a few seconds he shook his head. “No idea. I'd guess all of them. If the coal was still there, why close?” 
 
    “Good answer. Wrong, but good. Half the mines closed due to no more coal. The other half because the companies that owned them went bankrupt.” 
 
    “Bankrupt?” That didn't make sense to Kyle. If there was still coal to be dug, then there was still money to be made. 
 
    “Uh huh. Several went belly up because insurance claims went too high from people being hurt in the mines. Others were sued into extinction because of claims of unsafe working conditions. One of them was dissolved when the owners disappeared. One day they were at the mine, working in the office, and the next...” Maya whistled like a wind blowing through a graveyard. “But not everyone who was hurt in the mines was wounded physically though. Some of them were committed to psychiatric hospitals. The diagnosis, you ask? What a great question. Sudden onset paranoid schizophrenia.” 
 
    “All of them?” A chill crept up Kyle’s spine. 
 
    Maya nodded slowly. “Uh huh. All them talked about hearing voices in the dark, seeing visions of demons burning the world, claiming they were being hunted in the tunnels by creatures they couldn't see. Pretty nasty stuff. I’m sure that spending too much time in the dark of the mines, working beneath millions of tons of rock, snaps a brain every now and again, but the number of cases for this area is way out of the norm. And that's not even getting into the higher than average number of suicides among miners.” 
 
    “Huh.” Kyle was a loss to say anything else. Growing up he'd heard tell of someone going off the rails every now and again, but hearing her lay things out like that put a sinister spin on it. It also sparked a memory – a recent one by the feel of it – but when he tried to grab for it, it fluttered away.  
 
    To the left, the Stillwater River came into view, poking along under the rain. The river ran next to the road, matching it curve for curve. The Jeep handled itself well on the slick road, and after a wide bow curve they passed the entrance to the Badger Mine, the only coal mine in operation in the area. The large truck they'd seen earlier was parked near a bulldozer. Kyle didn't get a chance to see much as they rounded the curve, but it looked like a group of men were having a less than friendly conversation near the truck. 
 
    “If things are so bad for mines here,” he said once the Badger parking lot was lost to view, “why did a company come in and give it a go?” 
 
    “I tried to find out the same thing. The company that owns Badger is in Canada. I called their corporate office, but was never able to make it past their public relations office who simply said, and I quote, 'Stillwater, West Virginia, is still a viable coal producing area. We at Badger are working hard to keep that coal flowing, and the people of Stillwater working.' End quote.” 
 
    Kyle snorted again. “They might as well have just told you to fuck off.” 
 
    “I've been brushed off worse. When you ask the kind of questions I ask, most people just look at you like you're crazy. The rest get openly hostile. It's the rare few that actually want to help, and usually they're the ones contacting me.” 
 
    As they rounded a wide curve, the Stillwater Dam came into view. A hundred feet high and three hundred feet across, the dam sat in a small valley between two mountains, its vertical surface broken by half a dozen sluice gates that maintained water levels for both the river and the reservoir. During the spring and summer months, the reservoir covered an area just over three square miles, and the surrounding forest made the place a genuinely pretty site from a distance, but for the life of him Kyle couldn't remember a single family outing to the lake during his youth, or one weekend spent fishing or swimming or camping by the water. Nor could he remember any of his friends doing it either. If it hadn't been for the occasional high school party thrown on one of the beaches around the reservoir, and therefore far from the eyes of lame parents and authorities, he doubted he would ever have gone out there at all. It only now struck him how odd that was. 
 
    “Wow, it's so beautiful.” Maya sat up straight in her seat and gazed out the rain-splattered windshield. 
 
    Kyle glanced at her for a moment, wondering if she was staring at the trees, or the shadows. “And I bet you're about to tell me hundreds of people died out there.” The look she gave him made him wish he hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “Don’t joke. You're not far off the mark.” 
 
    His hands grew cold as they held the steering wheel and turned them onto the road that led across the top of the dam. Maya didn’t say anything else, but shook her head and settled back into her seat. When they reached the middle of the dam, he parked on the right shoulder. “It's raining out, but I think the view's worth it.” 
 
    It was. After a few moments they were standing side by side in the drizzle and looking out over the reservoir that stretched like a vast piece of smooth, wet shale from one mountain to another. The water was far too dark to see through despite how still the surface was, with the few ripples caused by raindrops. As Kyle stared down at it, he wondered how far it went, how far he would fall before light became a forgotten memory, and what would greet him when he hit the bottom. In his mind, none of it was good. 
 
    “There are a lot of deep dark places here.” Maya echoed his thoughts as she stared down at the same stretch of placid water.  
 
    Kyle shifted his eyes back to the trees that ringed the reservoir like a giant verdant collar. “And apparently a lot of dead bodies.” 
 
    “That too,” Maya replied, leaning on the railing and taking the scenery in.  
 
    “Speaking of dark places.” Kyle pulled out a sheet of paper with his one research note. “According to that book I found, over the centuries a lot of tribes came through this area, and the name Stillwater was originally used by the Seneca for the river behind us. There was also a reference to these mountains in an old Cherokee story. It seems they avoided this place like the plague. They called it gv-ni-ge-a-da-nv-do.” He contorted his mouth and tongue to get the pronunciation out properly. “That's as close as I can get it anyway.” 
 
    “And what does it mean?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Black heart. Comforting, huh?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    As though on cue, a bolt of lightning cracked down over a mountain to their right, a wall of thunder swept past them. The patter of rain increased with it, fat drops hitting the them like tiny, wet hammers. 
 
    “Something is definitely going on here in Stillwater,” Maya said, “but we’re not going to get any closer to it standing here getting wet.” She stepped back and pulled him toward the Jeep. 
 
    Kyle let himself be pulled, and he opened her door. “You don't want to take any pictures with that fancy camera of yours?” 
 
    “Not in this weather,” she replied as she got in the vehicle. “Besides, this stuff is for catching ghosts, not Instagram.” 
 
    He closed her door and hustled around to the driver's side. Once seated he said, “Taylor should be getting close to the lunch bell, so let's head back. After we're done I'll take you wherever else you want to go.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want me coming along and meeting your sister?” 
 
    He looked at her and screwed up his lips in a scowl. “Why? Because you're black, or because we just met?” 
 
    Maya mirrored his face back at him, adding her own bit of 'tude to go with it. “Either. Both. Take your pick.” 
 
    “Trust me, Taylor is the last person who would ever judge anybody.” 
 
    “I've heard that before.” Maya settled back in her seat and winked as she pulled out her phone. “And by the way, my dad was white, so watch how you label people, cracker.” 
 
    Feeling properly rebuked, Kyle let his muscles steer them toward Stillwater High School, home of the fighting Honey Badgers. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Getting all of Maya’s equipment loaded in the back of Kyle’s Jeep didn’t take much time, but it would have taken even less if he hadn’t had to be extra careful with some of it. Night vision goggles and infrared camera lenses were fragile things, not to mention expensive. But soon enough they were on the road. While he drove, Maya checked her phone to see if Darius had called or sent a text. He hadn’t. She then tried calling him but only got his voice mail. Anger poured through her body as she envisioned him looking at his phone and ignoring her out of spite, but along with it came a thin trickle of worry. As childish as Darius could be, the silent treatment wasn’t his usual shtick. Unsure of what she could do about it, however, she closed her phone down and jammed it back into her pocket. 
 
    “Your phone piss you off?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “It's not my phone. It's Darius. He's the person I'm supposed to be out driving around with today. He's...like my mule. This stuff can get heavy.” 
 
    Kyle sniffed and leaned his head over toward her. “It's none of my business, but you seem a bit more upset than an AWOL grunt should warrant.” 
 
    Swirls of awkwardness tumbled around Maya, twisting her emotions up and causing her to blush. She had nothing to hide, but that didn't mean she felt comfortable airing her laundry either. And really, how appropriate was it to talk about an ex-boyfriend – one she still worked with, no less – with the guy she'd just slept with the night before? She felt like a character in a stupid romantic comedy, so she shook her head and pushed the awkwardness to the side.  
 
    You're a big girl. It is what it is. Fuck it. 
 
    “He's my ex.” She hoped her eye-roll illustrated her feelings about the relationship. “We broke up a couple of weeks ago. My friend Alan was supposed to be out here helping me, but he got caught up with work, so he asked Darius to help instead. I wish he hadn’t.” 
 
    “And are you sure Darius knows you broke up?” It was a fair question, and he didn't ask it with any hint of jealousy. 
 
    Maya twisted her lips and gave him a deep nod. “Trust me, we are way over, and we're all more than fine with it. Helping me with Stillwater is the last interaction we'll ever have, and if I have my way it'll be over and done with A.S.A.P.” 
 
    “Huh.” Kyle increased the Jeep's windshield wiper speed to keep pace with the rain. “I didn't know you were in such a rush to leave town.” 
 
    A new set of awkward waves rolled over her, but these had a different flavor. She hadn't meant to imply she wanted to flee or that the investigation was the only thing that interested her in town. Kyle sounded just the tiniest bit hurt, and she regretting her words. He was a really cool guy, insanely attractive, and scored nearly 100% on her checklist of things she liked in men, so of course she had a reason to linger. But Darius...  Even when he wasn't around he somehow managed to screw with her life. Her frustration toward him, and her attraction to Kyle, made her head spin. Before she could say anything, Kyle turned left onto a small road and pointed with his right hand at a sinister looking building. 
 
    “There's the high school.” Years of teenage angst weighed his words down. 
 
    Made of red brick that long turned black from dirt and coal dust, the squat building looked more like a prison than a school. The tall cyclone fence that surrounded it was missing only a roll of razor wire to complete the effect. An all-weather flag fluttered limply in the rainy breeze over a parking lot that had more potholes than cars. All the windows were fogged over and covered in what looked like chicken wire. It wasn't exactly heavy on the curb appeal. 
 
    As they pulled in, she saw kids milling about in the courtyard between the school and parking lot. Some were clustered in small groups, their eyes down and their heads hung low, like they were trying to stay off everyone's radar as they talked, while others just stood and stared at nothing, or sat in small, silent circles. It wasn't the loud and energized sort of scene she experienced when she'd been in school, that was for sure, and the rain couldn't be the only thing keeping them all down. 
 
    “So when did fun get outlawed?” she asked, her eyes roaming from one dour face to the next. 
 
    “No kidding. School wasn't exactly a party when I was here, but this is ridiculous.”  
 
    He stopped the Jeep next to a blue STUDENT DROP OFF sign and craned his neck to look around. After a few seconds he dug in his pocket and brought out his cell phone. “Taylor's not out yet.” He dialed her number, held the phone to his ear for a moment, and then pulled it away. “Voice mail.” He then typed in a text message, his big man-thumbs working overtime on the small keypad.  
 
    While they waited for her to reply, Maya said, “No offense, but if I'd gone to school here, I'd have left town too. My parents were fortunate enough to afford private school.” 
 
    “Must have been nice.” Kyle’s eyes never left his phone. 
 
    “Not really. I mean, yeah, it had smaller class sizes and the teachers were on top of their game, but...you know...being half black and half white can have its downsides.” 
 
    Kyle spared her a quick glance. “I could see that, but you're hot though, so...you know, win.” He flashed her a smile before turning his gaze back down. 
 
    “Thanks.” Warmth flashed through her cheeks. “I'd like to think I'm fairly intelligent as well.” 
 
    “I didn't mean to imply you weren't.” He gave her an I'm sorry grin. “Hot and smart. Double win.” 
 
    Seeing that Kyle's phone screen had yet to light up with a call or text, Maya gestured toward three kids sitting on a picnic table beneath a large plastic awning. They all had long black hair, wore black clothes that looked way too warm for the weather, and were deathly pale. They talked amongst themselves, but their mouths barely moved, and they watched the people around them with constant vigilance. As cloistered as they were, they were also the most approachable looking. “Maybe you should ask The Cure over there if they know where your sister is.” 
 
    “Huh?” Kyle looked up at her like she'd just spoken gibberish. 
 
    “The goths,” she replied, gesturing again. “They might know something.” 
 
    Kyle followed her hand and saw the kids sitting on the table, then nodded. After rolling the window down he stuck his hand out and waved. “Hey! Can I talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    Jerking like they'd been tasered, the goth kids flicked their dark-rimmed eyes over at him and glared before leaning even closer together and shrugging their shoulders. 
 
    “I only need to ask a question,” he shouted over to them, undeterred. “Come on, my baby sister was supposed to meet me, and I'm starting to get worried.” 
 
    The person sitting closest to the Jeep – a girl judging by the fullness of her chest – stiffened and sat straight up, then turned to look at him again. After a couple of seconds to confer with her friends, she got up and walked over. Dressed as she was, and with all the heavy makeup on her face, it was hard to tell what she really looked like, but beneath it all Maya guessed she had a pretty face and a curvy figure to match. Most boys probably wouldn't know it from looking at her, and Maya figured that was the way she wanted it. 
 
    “Did you say your sister?” the girl asked once reached the Jeep. A mass of black dreads fell from her head like a nest of snakes. “Are you talking about Taylor?” 
 
    Kyle nodded quickly and his eyes opened wide. “Yeah, Taylor. How did you know?” 
 
    “She told me you might be coming into town.” A blush set the girl’s face on fire, even through the thick white foundation. “She was really excited about it.” 
 
    Kyle stared for a moment, and but then closed his eyes and nodded as though a mystery of the universe had just been solved. “You must be Morgan. I mean, uh, Morgana.” 
 
    “She mentioned me?” the girl asked, her face lighting up. “Really? Then...she told you about...us?” 
 
    “Yes, she told me she was gay, and that you two were dating, if that's what you mean.” 
 
    Morgana turned her head down, but her raccoon eyes stared at him, cataloging his every twitch. “And you're okay with that?” 
 
    “Sure, why wouldn't I be?” he answered. The lack of pretension or condescension in his voice won him points in Maya's heart. 
 
    Morgana turned her head and gave exaggerated looks to everything around her before leveling a weighty gaze on Kyle. “Pardon me if I don't give everyone the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Maya stifled a laugh. She knew firsthand what the girl was implying, and hoped she hadn't experienced the same sort of treatment the people at the diner yesterday had given her. Persecution was blind to race, creed, and love. 
 
    “I understand what you mean,” Kyle said. “And maybe we can talk about it more sometime, but right now I'm looking for Taylor. I saw her last night for a little while, and I told her we'd try and get together today. I've called her and sent her text messages, but she hasn't gotten back to me. Do you know what's going on?” 
 
    A dark look passed over Morgana's eyes, and her pale cheeks deflated. “No, I don't have any idea. She didn't come to school today. I've tried calling her too, but she hasn't tagged me back either. I'm worried.” 
 
    “So you haven't seen her at all today?” Kyle asked 
 
    Morgana shook her head. “No. And she's not the only one either. It seems like half my damn class is gone.” 
 
    A tone in the girl's voice set off an alarm in Maya's head. She reached into her bag, and after a couple of seconds brought out a digital recorder, clicked it on, and pointed it at the girl's face. “Half your class is gone? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Huh?” Morgana replied, pulling back. She glared at the mic and then at Maya before turning back to Kyle. “What the fuck is this? Who's she?” 
 
    Kyle huffed and pushed Maya's hand down, giving her an angry look as he did it. “It's nothing. Sorry. I just need to know where my sister is, that's all.” 
 
    The girl didn't look certain of anything, but after a moment she rolled her eyes. “Okay, whatever. All I can tell you is that she's not here. Give your mom a call. I'm sure that bitch will be more inclined to talk to you than she is to me.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so sure of that, but I’ll try anyway. Thanks. When I hear from her I'll have her call you, okay?” 
 
    Morgana nodded, her lower lip curled inward as she chewed on it, and then walked back to her friends. Within seconds the small pale collective was off the table and shuffling into the school. 
 
    “Smooth move, Anderson Cooper.” Kyle let her hand go. “They teach you that interview technique in private school?” 
 
    Maya opened her mouth to defend herself, but she closed it when she couldn't think of anything to say. He was right. In her eagerness to get some local input on what could be yet another example of something being off in Stillwater she'd let her journalistic drive outrun her good sense. In the process she'd not only recorded zilch, but she'd angered a guy she liked who was worried about his sister. Talk about epic fail. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” She felt as lame as the words that came out of her mouth. 
 
    He shrugged and reached for his phone. After a quick search of his contact list he pressed a button and held the phone up to his head. Seconds later his eyes lit up. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, it's... Can we not? I called to talk to Taylor, is she... What do you mean, sick? She seemed fine last night. I...” He looked up at the Jeep's roof liner and sighed. “Well maybe if you weren't busy ostracizing your daughter she'd tell you a couple of things. If you'll put her on the phone I just want... Hey, she's my sister, and I've got a right to talk to her!” A shrill laugh echoed out of the phone loud enough for Maya to hear, and it made her skin crawl. Kyle's knuckles went white from gripping the phone, and he hit his steering wheel with his free hand. “That's bullshit! I'm coming ov... Yeah, that's what I said... Whatever, Mom, we'll talk about it when I get there, and... Hello? Hello?” Kyle pulled away from his phone and looked it like it had tried to bite his ear off. “She hung up on me. That goddam bitch. Oh, no, this isn't over. Not by a damn sight.” 
 
    Maya slipped her digital recorder back into her bag and made sure her seatbelt was still secure. For a moment she considered asking him to drop her off at the motel, but if she did that meant she'd have to pick up where she'd left off with Darius, and she much preferred helping Kyle deal with his drama rather than dealing with her own. Still, that didn't mean she could just butt in, and she knew it. 
 
    “If you'd rather not have me around while you deal with whatever it is you need to deal with, you can drop me off at the motel. It won't hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “Does that mean you don't mind sticking around?” he asked. “My parents' house is nearby, but the motel is on the other side of town, and I'd prefer to get this over with as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Maya nodded and hunkered down in her seat. “No, that's fine. I'll just sit out here while you...you know, deal with it.” 
 
    The trip took only a few minutes, but to her it felt like a lifetime as Kyle fumed and raged silently in his seat. He didn’t need to say anything. She felt every ounce of his anger as his aura expanded like a star going nova. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked up the cracked walkway leading to his parents' house hoping like hell his mother wouldn't cause a scene at the front door. He didn't know if he could handle another round of bullshit with her, especially with Maya in earshot. He barely knew Maya, but he found himself growing more and more attracted to her, and the last thing he needed was family drama making her want to run for the hills. If things went smoothly – at the front door at least – then it would be a very good thing for all concerned. 
 
    He wasn't holding his breath though. 
 
    After pulling open the screen door he curled his right hand into a fist and knocked.  When no one answered after a count of ten, he knocked again, harder this time. He was halfway through another ten count when muted swearing built on the other side of the door. A cloud of rank smoke billowed out when it finally opened. 
 
    “Who in the fuck is pounding on my front door?” his mother asked with a cigarette dangling from her mouth, her eyes watery and dark. Though had hadn’t imagined it possible, she looked even worse than yesterday. Her skin color rested somewhere between gray and yellow, like her entire body was one big bruise, and he could practically see her bones beneath it. “Jesus H, can't a person be left alone?” 
 
    “I told you I was coming, Mom.” He waved smoke from his face. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she leaned forward to get a closer look, a scowl turning her face into wrinkled laundry. It only made her look worse. “And I told you not to.” She stopped speaking and raised a hand to cover her mouth as a quick series of coughs flew out of her. The ash from her cigarette broke off and tumbled down her dirty apron. She brushed at herself, but it only smeared the ash into a long streak. 
 
    “I want to see Taylor.” He chose to ignore her sarcasm and terrible appearance. 
 
    “And what makes you think she wants to see you?” His mother took a drag on her cigarette and blew out a wall of fog to foul the air between them. “Just go! You’re no son of mine!” 
 
    Kyle wanted to slap the snide look off his mother's face, but his hands remained at his sides. There were troubles enough without adding assault to the mix. “Mom, let's not get started, okay? Just let me see her, and then I'll be out of your hair.” 
 
    “I should have slit your throat when I squeezed you outta me.” Her dark eyes burrowed into Kyle like twin pickaxes, flaying him straight to the bone. Her eyes cast over the rented Jeep, where she stopped and took a long look. A sinking feeling hit Kyle's stomach. 
 
    Aw shit. 
 
    “It ain't bad enough that your sister has to be a goddamn dyke.” His mother’s head swiveled back around to him. “But now I got to see you riding around with some nigger? You ain’t my son, you hear me?!” 
 
    Hoping like hell his mother's voice didn't carry far, Kyle crossed his arms and leaned forward. “Leave Maya alone. She's good people.” 
 
    “She could be the goddamn queen of Sheba, that don't mean I want her around here.” 
 
    “Then fucking look away,” Kyle said, the urge to slap her greater than ever. 
 
    His mother fixed him with a flinty stare before shrugging and taking another drag on her smoke. “I already cast you from this family, so what do I care.” 
 
    “You can disown me all you want, but I’m still Taylor’s brother.” He crossed his arms. 
 
    “No you ain’t.” His mother waved her hand at him, sending thin streamers of smoke in the air. “I told you yesterday, get in your vehicle and go. You've been gone, so just go and stay gone. Nothing here for you anymore.” 
 
    Kyle uncrossed his arms and put his hands on his hips. It took every ounce of restraint he had to not take the woman by her shoulders and shake her until she puked. “Yeah, well, that's not gonna happen. Now let me see Taylor, or by God I’ll walk through you.” 
 
    Shaking her head, his mother dropped her cigarette on the cement outside her door and ground it out with a slippered foot. “You're sister ain't here, but even if she was, I still wouldn't let you in. Now get going before I call the cops.” 
 
    “Not here?” Kyle replied. He hadn't been prepared for that. “What do you mean, not here?” 
 
    “Ain't here means ain't here.” 
 
    Kyle didn't believe her for a moment, and when she started closing the screen door his anger and frustration boiled up in a flash of heat. Without thinking he grabbed the screen door and pulled it from her grip. She stumbled forward but righted herself quickly when he stepped into the house. He barely waited for her to flatten against a wall before barreling forward. Every step he took into the dank hallway was an effort. It only took a few seconds for the oppressive atmosphere to press down on him and fill his lungs. He wondered how Taylor had lived with it for so long. 
 
    “You get outta my house!” his mother yelled behind him. “I'm gonna call the police!” 
 
    Once past the living room, he turned to the right and approached the closed door to his sister's room. It had a taped up poster of the band Paramour on it. He knocked, careful not to wrinkle the poster. 
 
    “Taylor? You okay?” 
 
    There wasn't a reply, nor did he hear any stirring. 
 
    “I'm coming in, so if you're...whatever, just cover up. I want to make sure you're okay.” 
 
    His mother punched him on the arm as he reached for the doorknob. She wasn't a big woman, but she had surprising strength in her. Her bony knuckles left four small red dents on his skin. “I'm not gonna tell you again, boy! Get outta my house this second, or there'll be hell to pay!” 
 
    He ignored her threats and opened the door. Inside he saw the prototypical teenage girl's room. Posters for various bands and movies covered the walls, but instead of images of guys like Justin Bieber and Ryan Gosling, he saw lots of Amy Lee, Megan Fox, and more women he didn't recognize but who invariably had dark hair and dark eyes. Taylor definitely had a type, that was for sure. The white carpet of her floor looked like it hadn't seen a vacuum in years, and various gloomily colored clothing lay scattered across it. A wooden desk buried under magazines and long, gauzy scarves sat on the left, a beat-up recliner occupied by half a dozen stuffed animals was next to it, and an empty bed covered in a tangle of black sheets was on the right. The window across from the door stood half opened. 
 
    “I told you she wasn't here.” Her words were knives thrown at the back of his neck.  
 
    Kyle pulled back from the door and turned toward her. “Then where is she?” 
 
    For a split second his mother flinched and leaned away, but then darkness crossed her eyes and she screwed her mouth into a sneer. “Your daddy took her.” 
 
    “Took her? Took her where?” 
 
    His mother shrugged as though she neither knew nor cared. “The doctor I guess. God only knows what bugs she's got up in her since she became a dyke.” 
 
    Kyle had to grab his leg to stop from lashing out. “Your daughter is gone, and you don’t where the fuck to? Jesus Christ, what happened to you?” 
 
    Darkness returned to her eyes, this time so heavy is was like they disappeared into a void, and he took an unconscious half step back, which was all that saved him from a savage slap aimed for his face. 
 
    “You don’t talk to me like that, you bastard!” Her anger added new color to her skin, deepening the bruised appearance. She pulled back from Taylor’s room, and shadows fell across her face. “I wish you’d never been born, and soon…soon you will too. Oh yes. Now get the fuck outta my house and don’t ever come back. If I see you again, I swear I’ll kill you. You hear me? Go!” 
 
    As bad as everything had been since he’d returned to town, nothing had shocked him as much as what she’d just said. Worse, he knew she meant every word of it. Her thin muscles quivered and her hands curled into claws. Whoever his mother had once been, she was long gone, and what had replaced her felt…evil. Now, more than ever, he wanted to find Taylor. 
 
    “Fine, I'm going,” he told her as he raised a finger and aimed it squarely at her face. “Threaten me all you want. But when I find Taylor – and I will – I’m going to take her with me. You’re not fit to be a mother to anyone.” 
 
    A vicious rebuttal twisted his mother's face into a hellish mask, but before she could unleash it he pushed past her and stormed out of the house. He was in the Jeep and starting the engine before she made it to the front door. From the corner of his eye he saw her standing half out of the house and shouting something, but the engine noise drowned out whatever it was. 
 
    “Your sister okay?” Maya asked, purposefully not looking out her window to see the mad woman raving on the porch. 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “I don’t know. Supposedly Dad has her with him.” 
 
    “So that means…?” 
 
    Knowing he was the only one who could finish the hanging thought, Kyle backed out of the driveway and steered them toward town. “It means we’re going to the mine.” 
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Ripples In The Shadows 
 
      
 
    If a mirror had been put before Ash, he wouldn't have recognized the face staring back at him. Gone was his dark hair, his cleft jaw, and the nose that tilted slightly to the left thanks to his years of high school football. Now his skin was a rancid shade of gray and hairless, the bones of his face were knives slowly pushing outward in sharp lumps, and his nose was a knob of flesh rotting on the ground at his feet, which were themselves growing and ready to burst through the leather laced around them. He felt himself changing more quickly as the water lowered and the ancient power increased, touching everyone for miles and miles, transforming them as well. 
 
    Using the two gaping holes in the middle of his face, Ash sniffed the air. Oil and exhaust mixed with the sweat of his workers and the fear of the children in a nearby chamber, and mingled with the omnipresent scent of broken earth and coal, but beneath all that lay a new odor. Or, rather, an old one. Very old.  
 
    Standing on the edge, Ash looked down, and his black eyes saw bodies laying across boulders that hadn't been exposed to the air in hundreds of millions of years. That the bodies even existed at all was a testament to the power they'd once had and to the strength that had made them the terrors they'd once been. Down in the wet reaches were figures like spiders, but with twice as many legs and fangs as large as cars. Some had the vague shape of humans, but were twenty feet tall and had too many eyes and arms. Some looked like animals, their dead bodies as big as a bus and covered in razor sharp needles long enough to impale a man on. In the ancient graveyard he saw claw, wing, tentacle, and fang, all of them as massive as they were monstrous. The worst, though, were those he didn't have words for, that compared to nothing he'd ever known. They were beings as alien to him as he was to an amoeba, and he shook as he tried to take in their magnificence.  
 
    I am becoming them, he thought, his anticipation marred by the faintest amount of apprehension. These beings once lived, and through me they will live again. The old ones will rise again... in us. 
 
    A strange sensation struck Ash in the chest and sent ripples through his body, dropping him to his bony knees. Looking down he saw the distant surface of the water rippling in echo. Far below, at the bottom of the mountain chamber, his dark god stirred. Long tendrils swished slowly in the murky depths, stretching after untold millennia of slumber. 
 
    “Sir?” a voice called from the black behind him. “Everything okay? I...thought I...” 
 
    “It's almost time.” Ash pushed himself back to his feet. As he stood up, black claws erupted from the ends of his fingers, flipping up his nails so violently they tore off and fluttered to the floor. “Yes, nearly time.” 
 
    The scent of fear blossomed in the tunnels under the mountain, this time not just from the children, but from his men too. That was okay, though. It was right that they should fear. He feared what was to come too, but he also lusted for it, yearned deep down for it to begin. His god was rising, and in the terror he would find his place. He would find his glory in the horror to come.  
 
    Inside the mountain and beyond, the dark god’s influence increased, and in the dark reaches of Stillwater monsters stirred beneath the flesh of saints and sinners alike. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt like he was driving over an alien landscape as he turned onto the gravel road leading the mine his father worked in. He’d been there before a few times as a kid, but his dad had driven then, and the occasions hadn’t been filled with fear and anger. And it didn’t help that the rain – the goddamn rain that didn’t want to stop falling! – had turned the world into a soggy, gloomy mess. 
 
    “I… I don’t feel good.” Maya leaned forward in the passenger seat and put her arms around her stomach. 
 
    One eye stayed on the road while Kyle glanced at her out of the corner of his other eye. “Are you hungry? Shit, I completely forgot about lunch.” 
 
    Maya shook her head. “No, it’s something else. I feel it…out there.” 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    She shook her head again, but then she reached for her door handle and jerked it open. Kyle slammed on the breaks, sliding the Jeep across gravel. It stopped just as she leaned out and vomited. He reached to unlatch his seatbelt, but she reached behind her and put a hand out to stop him. After a few more wet retches she pulled back inside and fell against her seat back with a gasp. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Oh my God. I’ve never felt anything like this. Can’t you feel it?” 
 
    Kyle had no idea what she was talking about. All he felt were his boiling emotions. “No.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to describe it. The best is…” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then took another deep breath. “It’s like I’m falling into some bottomless hole while someone screams in my head. It’s crazy.” 
 
    That’s one way to put it. 
 
    “Is this one of those…psychic things like what you were talking about last night?” 
 
    Maya nodded slowly before combing her hands through her wet, curly hair. “Yeah, but I’ve never felt anything this intense before. Ever. And whatever is causing it is getting closer.” 
 
    Never in his life had Kyle experienced anything that led him to believe what Maya said, but he couldn’t deny the things she’d told him about the town’s history, couldn’t deny what he’d experienced with the people he’d interacted with since arriving, not to mention what was happening to his mother. Even if he didn’t know how or why, he knew something bad was going on. Did that mean he believed Maya could see ghosts and sense evil?  
 
    I can’t believe I’m admitting it, but yeah, I kinda do. This town is too fucked up not to. 
 
    “Do you think you can hold on for a little bit longer? The mine is just around the bend up ahead. I promise, we won’t stay long. You won’t need to get out of the Jeep either.” 
 
    Maya’s face was the color of coffee with too much cream in it, but she nodded. “This is for your sister, so I’ll hold it together.” 
 
    Kyle’s affection for her grew, warming his heart. “Thanks. Now let’s get this done.” 
 
    Gravel flew into the air as Kyle pressed on the gas. Seconds later the mine’s parking lot came into view. To his surprise, it was packed with cars, some having to make do with muddy spaces beyond the gravel. Every miner employed by Badger Coal had to be there. Kyle added another odd checkmark to his mental list of Stillwater weirdness.  
 
    “It’s getting worse, Kyle.” Maya rocked in her seat and held her clenched fists in her lap. 
 
    It’s the mine, he though. That has to be it. It’s something about the mine. 
 
    He pulled over to the side of the road at the edge of the parking lot and set the emergency break as he put the transmission in PARK. He didn’t turn the Jeep off though. 
 
    “Hopefully I’ll only be a few minutes. I’ll find out where Taylor is, I’ll get her, and then…” He wasn’t sure how to finish that line of thought. Nothing he did after that would be good, or at least legal, but he knew deep down in his gut that not getting her would be far worse. 
 
    “We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it,” Maya told him, her eyes closed and her arms around her stomach again. “Just go and find her.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her check. “Thank you.” A tiny smile touched the corners of her quivering lips. He then exited the Jeep and made his way toward the mine. 
 
      
 
    Maya was drowning. That was how she felt as she sat in the Jeep. Rain pelted the roof, each drop adding to her misery. In her mind she flailed and fought, but it surrounded her, consumed her. 
 
    But what is IT? 
 
    That was the real question, and one she didn’t have an answer for. Whatever plagued the town wasn’t a simple angry spirit. Those she knew, had dealt with before. No, this was something altogether different. It felt vast, alien, unknowable. More than that, it felt ancient. She stood closer to it than ever before, yet it already surrounded her, choking her from all sides. How that was possible, she didn’t know.  
 
    She did know, however, that she wanted to leave. Now. Fuck the blog, fuck the book, fuck everything. Leave and not look back. 
 
    Come on, Kyle. Get your sister and let’s go, before it’s too late. 
 
    Too late for what? Another question she couldn’t answer, yet one she knew her life depended on. All their lives did. 
 
      
 
    “Dad!” Kyle’s voice carried through the parking lot like thunder. “Come out here!” 
 
    The entrance to the mine was a swamp of mud and dead grass, and a hunk of smashed metal vaguely resembling a mine cart sat off to the side in a useless heap. He looked into the mine itself to see if anything stirred, but all he saw was endless black. The sign-in board and manager trailers were to the right, so he headed that way. 
 
    “Come on, Dad, we need to talk!” 
 
    As he passed the sign-in board he stopped to see if his Dad had even checked in, but the date written on the board was more than two weeks ago.  
 
    That doesn’t make any sense. Guys are obviously here working, and have been. What the hell is going on? 
 
    “Hey! Is anyone fucking here?!” 
 
    He turned toward the trailers, shivering as rain slid down his spine. The gravel was so soaked it barely made a sound when he walked. Beyond the trailers stood the mine’s generator, smoke chugging from the exhaust pipe of the monstrous beast. He opened his mouth to call out again, but the door to the manager’s trailer open in a squeal of rusted hinges. He hardly recognized the man who stepped out. 
 
    “Stop yer squallin’, boy.” 
 
    As much as Kyle hated his father, he didn’t want to admit that the man coming toward him was Gus Mason. His dad had never been the most robust man, and years of mine work had bent his back until he always appeared hunched, but the man with his father’s voice belonged in a hospital. 
 
    Or a morgue. Jesus, look at him! 
 
     Kyle thought he’d gotten over the sickly look everyone in town seemed to have, but they were nothing – not even his mom – compared to what approached. His dad’s dirty blond hair was gone save for a few sad strands, his blue eyes sunken and dark, his skin corpse-like, and he leaned to the left as he shuffled forward on bowed legs. It was a terrible sight, not one he’d ever wished on his dad even at his most angry. But, he wasn’t here for his dad. He was here for Taylor. He kept her face in his mind as a guiding light. 
 
    “Where’s my sister?” He put all the steel he could into his voice. 
 
    His father sneered, teeth missing as his lips parted at the corner of his mouth. “Your sister? What the fuck you care?” 
 
    “I care a lot, so answer the question.” 
 
    His father shook his ugly head. “You seem to have forgotten your place in the order of things, boy. I don’t answer to you.” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Kyle curled his hands into fists and got ready to hit his dad. “You’ll answer to me today, goddamn it.” 
 
    “Is that so?” His father stopped just a foot away from him. A sweetly sour smell wafted off of his body, nearly making Kyle puke. “Well then go on, boy. Take your swing. Let’s see what happens. Let’s see how much you really love that faggot cunt of a sister.” 
 
    Kyle’s fist flew at his dad’s head before he knew he was going to do it. He put all his strength behind the punch, rocketing it forward. His dad didn’t even blink. But, instead of hitting him, Kyle’s hand stopped when his dad grabbed him by the forearm and stopped the punch inches from his face. His dad’s grip was tight, but the coldness of his skin shocked Kyle more. It was like his fingers were made of ice, and the chill slowly spread up Kyle’s arm.  
 
    “Good try, boy.” His dad smirked and tightened his grip, forcing the cold further up Kyle’s arm. “I didn’t think you had the balls. Too bad you ran off. You’d have made an excellent servant.” 
 
    Between his dad’s freezing hands and strange words Kyle didn’t know what to think. All the anger in his heart evaporated, and in its place fear curled up like a snake. His dad’s touch hurt, but the pain went past the skin. He heard voices in his head, saw visions of falling stone walls and water, felt his heart flutter as an outside pulse pressed against it. In his dad’s grip he felt like he was falling…or drowning. 
 
    “That’s it, boy. Ssshhhh. Let it happen. You’ll be with your sister soon enough.” 
 
    Hearing Taylor mentioned snapped Kyle’s mind back into focus, and with all the strength he could muster he yanked away from his dad’s grip. After taking several hurried backward steps he rubbed at his numb arm. “Don’t ever touch me again, you son of a bitch. I’m gonna find Taylor, and when I do I’m taking her with me. You and Mom can die here together for all I care, but not her.” 
 
    “Oh, I think this ought to be a family occasion.” His dad lunged forward. 
 
    Kyle was shocked that his dad could move so fast, but his adrenaline was pumping and all his senses were buzzing, so he saw the old man moving in time to scramble backwards. His dad’s face twisted into a mask of savage glee as he tried again, pushing Kyle back further. He knew he’d have to find his sister another way. His dad was beyond reasoning. 
 
    “We’re not family,” he said. “Not anymore.”  
 
    Spinning on his heels, Kyle ran back to the Jeep. As he neared the vehicle he looked over his shoulder, sure his dad would be hot on his heels, but instead he was nowhere to be seen. Kyle wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, or a bad. Not stopping to ponder it, he dashed to the Jeep and jumped in. 
 
    “Did he tell you anything?” Maya asked. She was still pale, but she seemed to be handling things as well as she could. 
 
    Kyle put the Jeep in REVERSE and hit the gas. The Jeep lurched but didn’t roll backward. He gunned the engine, and it lurched again, but that was all. He looked down to make sure he had it in the right gear and noticed the emergency brake was still set. Growling at himself, he let the brake go and hit the gas again. He just missed backing into a stand of trees before he hit the brakes, shifted into DRIVE, and took off.  
 
    “He said a lot,” Kyle replied as he stopped at the main road. “Just nothing I needed to hear.” 
 
    Maya nodded and finally let go of her stomach. After a few seconds she laid her hand on top of his leg. “Kyle, I think… I think your sister is back there. In the mines. I don’t know why, but I do.” 
 
    Hearing her words plunged a knife into his heart. Not because he didn’t want to hear them, but because he’d already come to same conclusion.  
 
    It’s the only thing that makes sense in this whole fucked up situation. 
 
    “I do too.” He patted her hand.  
 
    “So then what do we do next?” 
 
    He paused, unsure himself. There hadn’t been much time for thinking lately. “I still need to find Taylor, and I think I know how, but I can’t drag you through this anymore. I’m taking you back to the motel. It’s not your fight.” 
 
    He grabbed the wheel and turned it to the left, but she grabbed it and stopped him. “No you’re not. I don’t claim to understand everything that’s going on, but what’s happening to this town is tied up with your parents, Taylor…everything. Hell, I think Darius might have gotten wrapped up in it too somehow. It may not be my fight, but I came here for a reason, so I’m not leaving you. Um… I mean…” 
 
    “Thank you.” He moved his right hand over and put it over hers on the wheel. Her skin felt warm and solid, healing him just by being there. “This shit is seriously fucked up, and God knows what’s out there, but I know that meeting you was… I feel better having you with me. Thank you.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, he turned the steering wheel to the right and pressed the gas. He had to get into the mine, and the front entrance wasn’t the only way.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Half a mile down Geller Drive Kyle slowed the Jeep and scanned the trees lining the road. After a few seconds he saw a break in the wood, said, “Hold on,” and turned left onto what could be considered a road in only the most charitable sense of the word. To most people it would have looked like little more than a wide strip of mud winding between tightly packed trees. Maya squealed in alarm as branches smacked at the windshield and roof of the Jeep, but Kyle didn't flinch. He'd driven down this road enough to know its limits.  
 
    “We’re not going to fit through!” Maya said, her arms and legs stretched out to hold her in her seat.  
 
    Kyle tightened his grip on the wheel as one of the Jeep's tires caught on an exposed tree root and jarred the vehicle. “We’ll make it, trust me.” 
 
    They didn’t speak another word until they finally came to a stop three jarring, tense minutes later. The road ended in a clearing just big enough for a large vehicle to turn around in. The mountain rose up on the left, and thick forest engulfed the area in gloom. The constant patter of rain falling on leaves only made the place feel more oppressive. In the distance the Stillwater River burbled. 
 
    “I don't even want to know what all you got up to out here when you were younger,” Maya said as she got out. Once outside she opened the rear door and grabbed the night vision goggles. The high tech equipment looked strange and bulky in her slender hands. 
 
    Kyle joined her at the back of the Jeep. After digging around a bit in a tool bag he came away with a crowbar. He then led her around the front of the Jeep and down a narrow path into the woods. They walked for less than a minute when Maya cried out and stumbled toward a knobby oak tree on her right. She caught herself before her face smashed into the bark, but her arm was unsteady, and a moment later she was on her knees.  
 
    “I can feel it again.” Her right hand clutched at her chest. Her face was pale and drawn. “But something’s different. I think it’s worse.” 
 
    Kyle knelt down next to her and raised his hands to hold her steady, but as he moved his heart thumped heavily in his chest, as though someone had kicked him right on his sternum, and a wave of vertigo rushed over him. He managed to stay on his knees, but inside he felt like he was falling.  
 
    “The world is swallowing us,” Maya said. 
 
    That was exactly how Kyle felt too. 
 
     After a few seconds, he took a gulp of cool, wet air, and as his lungs expanded he felt normal again aside from a few jitters in his stomach. Gone was the sense of falling, of being carried along helplessly by something he couldn't see or understand. His legs barely even shook as he got back to his feet. 
 
    Maya, though, looked like ten miles of bad country road. Crouched on her hands and knees, he could see only a little of her face, but what he saw wasn't good. Her skin had gone from soft brown to almost white, and her eyes were unfocused orbs that twitched aimlessly. Her back and chest rocked like the ocean from the heaviness of her breathing. Kyle stooped down and grabbed her shoulders, and heat radiated off her. When he shifted down to take her wrists and straighten her up, her pulse beat against his fingers in quick, powerful throbs. After a few seconds he got her settled on her heels, but she didn't seem to notice. She only gazed forward in a thousand-yard stare. It was then he noticed that, though he couldn't hear anything, her lips were moving. He leaned into her and put his ear toward her mouth. 
 
    “It's coming.” she said, the words barely over a whisper and spoken in rapid succession. “It's coming, it's coming, it's coming.” 
 
    “What's coming?” He pulled back. She didn't react to him, and instead kept up her urgent whispering. He grabbed her shoulders again and gave them a good shake. “Maya, snap out of it!” 
 
    She continued ignoring him, muttering all the while. He shook her harder, which made her head loll around, but her eyes remained glassy. Feeling like he had no choice, he pulled his right arm back to give her a hard smack across the face in hopes it would shock her back to consciousness, but before he could do it she sucked in a quick breath and looked around in sharp glances. He breathed a heavy sigh of relief. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked when her eyes settled on Kyle. “Why... Why am I on the ground? Are you about to hit me?” 
 
    Wondering what she meant, he looked down and realized his hand was still pulled back. He lowered his arm and grunted. “You were in a...I don't know how to describe it...like a seizure or something.” 
 
    “A seizure?” Maya's light brown color returned, but worry etched her face in deep lines. 
 
    “I'm no doctor, but that's all I can think of. You shouted and stumbled, and then you started mumbling to yourself and breathing like you were running a marathon.” 
 
    Maya checked her pulse at her neck for a few seconds “I remember feeling...something come over me, feeling like I'd fallen off the edge of the world, and then I saw you with your hand up ready to smack me. What was I mumbling? Did you hear it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Gooseflesh rose up Kyle’s arms, and he stroked them as though warding off a chill. “You said, 'It's coming,' over and over again.” 
 
    Maya's eyes and lips screwed up in confusion. “It's coming? What's coming?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but I don't think it's good.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? Did you feel something too?” 
 
    Kyle wished he could answer no, but he couldn't. He didn't understand what had happened, or what it meant, but he knew lying about it – even to himself – wasn't going to help. “About a second after you stumbled, I felt this terrible sensation of falling come over me. Going over the edge of the world is close enough, but when it happened you described it more like we were being swallowed, and that's even closer. It was horrible. I felt lost and alone and powerless, like I was being consumed. But then it went away as quick as it hit me. With you...it lasted a little longer.” 
 
    “I imagine it did,” Maya replied, the confusion on her face changing to sadness. 
 
    Her words struck Kyle strangely. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Maya looked at him and chewed the inside of her mouth for a few seconds. “Back when you drove up the mine to talk to your dad I felt something terrible all around us, like a…a cloud of evil. When you left me in the Jeep it got worse. Then, like now, I felt like I was falling into some terrible monster as big as the world. This time it was so overwhelming I almost lost myself to it. If you felt it too, then something really bad is happening. If we're going to figure out what's going on, I'd say let's do it quickly. The sooner we're off this mountain, the better.” 
 
    Agreeing wholeheartedly with her, Kyle nodded and led them forward again. A minute later they came to a clearing on the side of the mountain. On a good summer day it would have made for a nice view, with rising mountains on the left and a flowing river down on the right, but heavy cloud cover and rain diminished visibility and turned everything slimy and gray. 
 
    “Is that why we came out here?” Maya asked, pointing to their left. 
 
    Kyle followed her gesture to a hole in the mountain. Broken lengths of wood lay scattered around the area with nails peeking up from them. “Yep, this is it. They used to use this for ventilation before the coal seam turned east and they had to dig out a new one. The last time I was here this had been boarded up tight, which is why I brought the crowbar, but it looks like someone already broke it open for me. This, though... this is new.” 
 
    He pointed at two lengths of pipe stretching from the entrance like fat metal snakes and running down to hang over the river embankment thirty yards away. Dark liquid poured from the ends of the pipes and fell into the river just a few feet below. Kyle's stomach flip-flopped at the sight of the river being polluted. 
 
    “What are the pipes for?” Maya asked. 
 
    Kyle walked over and bent down to take a look. The pipes, which were made of galvanized steel, were approximately a foot in circumference, and from a rough guess he figured the two runs were composed of twenty-foot lengths joined together with soft iron connectors and soldered. Putrid globs of dark fluid saturated the ground at the joints like oil spills. The smell of it pushed him back. 
 
    “I have no idea.” He pulled up the neck of his shirt to cover his mouth and nose. “Shoddy work too. Look at these weld points. They've got...whatever this stuff is...leaking from the joints. And there aren't any anchors to keep it secure. Whoever put these here didn't give a shit about safety or codes.” 
 
    “But what is that stuff?” Maya pointed at the black water gushing into the river. She took a step back from the pipes, her face losing color again. “It feels…evil.” 
 
    Kyle stared at the ends of the pipes in confusion. “I know it’s not coal sludge. That stuff's at the plant where the coal is processed, which is far from here. All that should be coming out of the mine is rock and coal. Well, unless they hit some kind of cavern or cave system.” 
 
    The sound of his words barely died down when rocks scattered behind him followed by a very distinctive metal click. He'd been paying too much attention to the mystery of the pipes and had forgotten the greater reason for why they were there, and because of that someone had gotten the drop on them. 
 
    “That's a damn good question,” a voice said. “It's too bad you'll never get the answer to it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Screams ripped through the darkness like black lightning, dragging Taylor up from the depths of unconsciousness. She awoke on her side, rough ground pressing into her left hip and arm. When another scream tore the black she shoved herself up and scuttled away from the sound as quickly as her hands and heels could carry her. After a few shuffles a jagged wall slammed into her back and the base of her skull. Explosions of light erupted in her eyes like fireworks from the pain. Bile rose in her throat, and she had to lean over to keep herself from passing out. 
 
    “Somebody help us!” a ragged voice shouted. “Anybody!” 
 
    Taylor didn't recognize who it was. Then again, she had no idea where she was or what had happened. When she tried to remember the previous few hours, all she saw was a series of images that didn't make sense. The last real memory she had was getting out of her brother's car angry as hell and slipping into her room. After that, she saw only a montage of shadows and panic. If she'd woken up with her bed beneath her she'd have considered it the worst nightmare she ever had, but the comfort of her mattress and sheets were nowhere to be found. It was still a nightmare, but now it was one she was living. 
 
    “Why are they doing this?” another voice asked. This one was on the other side of her, closer, and distinctly feminine. She didn't recognize it either, but it seemed a tad more familiar than the previous voice. 
 
    “Because they're fucked in the head!” a male voice shouted. “I don't know if you saw who took you, but I saw my dad when he came for me, and he looked crazy, man. Crazy as shit. His eyes... It was like they were gone.” 
 
    His words hit Taylor like a kick to the chest, and a memory rose up in her mind, a memory of her dad grabbing her, of his hands spreading like a tree's shadow over her, and his empty eyes so black and yawning. Another wave of nausea buffeted against her, and she opened her mouth to retch. Nothing but gasps of air came out. 
 
    “Who's that?” the first voice asked, her words shot out like she'd been hit with a cattle prod. “Who's puking? God don't make me puke too! Shit!” 
 
    “I'm not...” Taylor stopped to catch her breath. The dark felt like it had weight and pressed down on her. A nasty smell like an overflowing septic tank hung in the air, and her throat trembled in another bout of phantom gagging. The confusion and fear hovering over everything only made it worse. She knew if she started shaking she wouldn't stop until every atom in her body fell apart, so she curled her hands into fists and hit them against the ground as hard as she could. Pain flashed through her hands and arms, but it was better than the fear. It helped her focus, center herself, and she needed that. Finally she felt able to speak. “I'm not puking. I was just... I hit my head, and I don't know how I got here, and...What the fuck?” 
 
    Masculine laughter tumbled into the dark, but there was little humor in it. “Yeah, what the fuck.” 
 
    Try as she might, Taylor couldn't place the voice. “Who is that? Who's here? I'm....uh, I'm Taylor Mason.” 
 
    “I know you,” the male voice replied. “I sit behind you in English.” 
 
    “Brett Sobel?” A light went off in her head as she associated the voice with a face. Brett was a junior, like her, and he played on the football team. He'd seemed nice enough – for a sweaty jock – but he didn't talk much, which was probably why she didn't recognize his voice.  
 
    “Yeah. My little brother Alex is here too.” 
 
    “Hey,” a small voice said, the black making it seem even smaller. 
 
    Taylor turned toward where she'd earlier heard someone speak. “Who else is here?” 
 
    “Like it matters,” the first female voice said, still ragged. “We're all gonna die.” 
 
    “Shut up, Shelly!” the more familiar voice yelled, her words echoing painfully off the rocky walls. “Jesus Christ!” 
 
    Stillwater was a small town, and Taylor only knew of one Shelly in it who's voice could be young enough to match what she heard – Shelly Harris. Shelly's best friend was Hannah Gould, which sparked a connection in her head. 
 
    “Shelly and Hannah, that you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hannah replied, a catch in her throat adding a hitch to the word. 
 
    All kids, Taylor thought. What are a bunch of kids doing in the dark?  
 
    To see if anyone knew the answer to that, she asked, “What's going on? Who brought us here?” 
 
    “I have no fucking idea,” Shelly said. “One minute I'm laying down to go to bed, and the next thing I know I'm here and my head is pounding. I think I was drugged.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “A couple of days.” Shelly didn't sound entirely certain, but Taylor couldn't blame her. “It's hard to tell when all you've got is the dark. Sometimes I'd hear what sounded like a door or something move, and then a plate of food would be dropped in front of me, or a bottle of water, but whoever brought it never said anything. I think I had two plates plopped down before Brett and his brother were tossed in with me.” 
 
    “They said I was brought in just after them.” Hannah sounded at her wit's end, a hair away from breaking down into either sobs or a crazed, murderous fury. “I think it was my uncle who... I've been living with him since my parents, ya know – or maybe you don't, I don't know – died last year. Things were going okay, given the situation, but the past few weeks have been rough. I thought maybe he'd started drinking, or doing drugs. Anyway, last night or... I think it was last night... I woke up with someone grabbing me. I only caught a glimpse of who it was before I was hit on the back of the head, but I think it was my uncle. Next thing I knew I was here, in the dark.” 
 
    “And when was I brought in?” Taylor didn’t like the similarities between Hannah's experience and her own.  
 
    “About an hour ago,” Brett replied. “Shit, it could have been ten minutes for all I know, though. The only marker of time in here is how long it takes between needing to pee again. I'd suggest finding a place close to you, by the way. You don't want to accidentally stumble into your own shit in here. Not a lot of handy wipes or Purell around to clean up with.” 
 
    Taylor felt repulsed and faintly amused at the same time, but she put that aside to deal with the bigger issue. “Brett, did I hear you say it was your dad that brought you and your brother?” 
 
    There were a few seconds of silence, during which Taylor imagined he was nodding in the dark, but then he said, “Yeah, but...he looked all wrong. I know it sounds crazy, but his eyes were...they were black, and his skin looked diseased. I'm not lying either.” 
 
    “I know,” Taylor said quickly. “My dad grabbed me, too, and I think he looked the same way. And like Hannah said, my dad's been weird the past few weeks. Hell, both my parents have been weird, but my dad especially. It's like he gets home from the mine, but part of him is still there, or maybe part of the mine came with him.” 
 
    “Yeah, same here.” For the first time, Shelly didn't sound broken down. “About a month ago my dad came home from the mine drenched in water like he'd swam home down the river, and since then he's gotten more...unhappy, tuned out. I thought maybe he was coming down with the flu or something.” 
 
    “Do all our dads work in the mine?” Brett's little brother Alex asked, his young voice quivery and high-pitched.  
 
    That's a damn good question. “Shelly, does your uncle work in the mine too?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, the volume of her voice increasing. “He's been weird too. This is fucked up, something's going on.” 
 
    Taylor puzzled over the new information. All of them lived with someone who worked in the mines, and those someones had been acting weird for the past several weeks. Obviously something was going on, but what? And what did that have to do with them now being in the dark? “Do any of you know why–” 
 
    “What the fuck does it matter?” Hannah’s voice fell just short of a scream.. “What does any of this matter? These questions are pointless, and I'm tired of listening to them! Now just be quiet! Someone has to know we're missing, so help will be coming soon!” 
 
    Taylor wanted to laugh at Hannah's naiveté, but she held herself in check because she knew it wouldn't help things. Not everyone had the same thought. 
 
    “Help, right.” Sarcasm dripped off Shelly’s words like acid. “I'm sure a S.E.A.L. team is on their way to save us, any minute now.” 
 
    “You shut up!” Hannah’s voice roared in the dark, loud enough to make Taylor wince. “Don't make fun of me! I'm sick of you always making fun of me! You're a goddam bitch, and I'm tired of you treat—” 
 
    The sound of stone being ground against stone rumbled over Hannah's words, stopping her in her tracks. Taylor felt the ground tremble beneath her, and her eyes swiveled to where she thought the sound was coming from as she scuttled sideways in the opposite direction. Seconds later she felt two sets of hands bump into her and heard a masculine “Ooff!” grunt against her ear as she plowed into Brett and his brother. She opened her mouth to apologize, but a sudden burst of light and silence cut her off. 
 
    “All of you better shut your mouths.” A man’s gruff voice came from behind a flashlight beam that shined like the sun.  
 
    Taylor instinctively closed her eyes to avoid being blinded, and in the bright haze she heard what sounded like two more people being thrown into the room. When she opened her eyes just the slightest bit, she saw Tamara Whitcomb and her twin brother Finn, both of whom she went to school with. She also knew that their dad worked in the mine. Which, judging from the rough stone walls around them, was where they were.  
 
    “If I hear any of you say another word.” The man pointed his flashlight at all of them in turn, “I'm going to come back, and I'm going to chew one of your throats out and drink you dry. If you think I'm kidding, think again.” 
 
    As he finished speaking he titled the flashlight up and shined it on his face. Decaying gray flesh, black eyes, and a misshapen mouth filled with razor sharp teeth shined into the dark. The nightmare her life had become now had a face to go with it, and a wave of madness towered over her, waiting to drop. All she had to hold it back were her screams, and those she let loose in a flood of tortured sound. When the light flicked off and dropped all of them back into darkness, her world became one long shriek of terror. 
 
      
 
    Even without seeing it, when the rifle's hammer clicked back, Maya knew what it was. She'd seen way too many TV shows and movies to not know what a gun being cocked sounded like. 
 
    “Stay right there,” the voice behind them said, “and turn around.” 
 
    When Maya obeyed, the first thing she saw was the rifle. She had no idea what type of gun it was, or who made it, but none of that mattered. It was long, dark, and capable of ending her life with one pull of the trigger – that was what mattered. The rifle looked powerful and in good condition. The same couldn't be said for the man holding it. 
 
    Leprosy was the first word to pop into Maya's head when she looked at the figure glaring at her over the barrel of the gun. His skin was sallow with hints of gray, like he'd been hiding in a disease-ridden cave for years, with tears and gaps marring his flesh as though something inside him struggled to get out. He seemed young, but he stood hunched over like an old man, and the fingers curled around the rifle were claws. He looked like a hundred pounds of shit stuffed into an ill-fitting meat suit, with a gun at the ready to end her life. 
 
    As frightening as that was, though, something else scared her even more. It wasn't anything her eyes could see, or any of her other usual senses for that matter. It lurked beneath them, on a primal, spiritual level, and it had her psychic sensitivity meter pegging like crazy. He was a man, a person of flesh and blood and bone, but he was more than that. Shadows danced deep inside him, wisps of an ancient darkness that had taken root in him, changing him from the inside out, turning everything he was into something foul, something unnatural. In all her years of investigating the paranormal she'd never experienced anything like it. 
 
    “Dean?” Kyle said, his voice snapping Maya into the moment. “Dean Cotton, is that you?” 
 
    Dean raised his cheek from when it rested against the rifle butt, and then he flashed a gap-toothed grin as he laid it back. “Well now, your daddy said you was back in town, Kyle. I didn't think I'd be seein' you out here though. Last I heard, you were too good for these here mines. You change your mind, thought maybe you'd come see what you been missin'?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Kyle shook his head. 
 
    “Then why you here?” 
 
    Kyle looked at the man, then at his rifle, his eyes lingering on the long, gnarled finger pressed against the trigger. “’Cause something strange was going on out here.” 
 
    “Strange?” Dean raised his head again, and one side of his mouth curled into a smile that made Maya's flesh crawl. “Oh yeah, somethin’ strange is definitely goin' on. Somethin’ glorious. It's been our little secret, but soon the whole world is gonna be in on it, and when that happens everythin’ will change. And lucky you, you'll get a front row seat.” He lowered his head and stepped to the right, away from the hole in the mountain. “Now, why don't–” 
 
    Before he could finish, Dean 's face hitched up in a strained grimace and his body twitched like he was being electrocuted. He dropped the rifle, and then dropped to his knees in a quivering fit. Maya barely had time to wonder what happened when gravity left her stomach and blackness spread across her vision, throwing her into twilight. 
 
      
 
    Nausea tickled the bottom of Kyle's stomach, and his vision dimmed for a moment, but it was nothing compared to the overwhelming sensation earlier. For the two people with him, though, it looked bad. Both of them were on the ground, their limbs twitching and their mouths chattering nonsensical words as their eyes rolled up until only the whites were showing.  
 
    He wanted to rush to Maya to make sure she was okay, but his instinct – honed by his years in the army – made him run for the dropped rifle. With practiced ease he unloaded it and pocketed the rounds.  He then unhooked the thin leather shoulder strap, set the gun aside, and grabbed the jittering Dean Cotton. 
 
    He didn’t want to touch the guy but he had no choice. Dean’s arms and legs vibrated like he had a cattle prod jammed up his ass, but Kyle used his knees to hold his arms in place while he wrapped the leather strap around Dean’s wrists, cinching it tight. He then turned, grabbed Dean’s feet, and checked what shoes he was wearing. He was glad to see large laces crisscrossing their fronts. Using those he tied Dean's legs together at the ankles. Once he was properly trussed up, Kyle flipped him over so that his face wasn't mashed in the ground. 
 
    Satisfied they were no longer in danger, Kyle went to Maya. Halfway there she stopped shaking. She lifted herself up by her right arm as he squatted down next to her. “You okay?” 
 
    Maya shook her head and stared down at the bit of ground she sat on. “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “Did you hurt yourself?” 
 
    “I skinned my hand,” she replied, holding up her left palm. Shallow, red scratches marred her skin, and thin streaks of blood dribbled from cuts where small rocks had nicked her.  
 
    Kyle untucked his shirt and tore a length of fabric from the bottom of it, then handed it to her. “Sorry. I wish I had something more hygienic, but it'll have to do.” 
 
    Maya took it and wrapped it around her hand. “Thanks. What about—” Her eyes jerked over to where she'd last seen Dean, fear igniting her face like a lit torch, but when she saw him tied up on the ground she sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. Dean still trembled. “Oh thank God.” 
 
    “Yeah, he keeled over the same time you did. Unless he turns into the Hulk or something, he's no threat to anyone now.” 
 
    “Maybe he can shed some light on what's going on.” Maya stood up and dusted herself off. 
 
    Together they walked over to Dean and squatted on both sides of his twitching body. His eyes were barely open, and all he saw were slits of white. His mouth moved and strange sounds tumbled out of him, but there were just that – sounds, nothing intelligible. He waited a few more seconds to see if Dean followed Maya's example and came to on his own, but when he didn't Kyle reached down and slapped Dean's cheek. 
 
    “Wake up, Dean. Come on.” 
 
    The twitching didn't stop. Kyle slapped him again, harder, but nothing changed. Finally he pulled the man into a sitting position, then reared back and slapped him hard enough to send a crack into the air. 
 
    “Kyle!” Maya grabbed his arm.  
 
    Kyle shrugged her hand off. “Hey, he had a gun on us, remember? If it wasn't for this...seizure, or whatever this is...we might be dead right now. And my sister might be in danger too. If I have to kick the information I need out of him, so be it.” 
 
    Kyle pulled his hand back to deliver another slap, but he stopped when Dean went silent and stared up. His pupils were so large they practically swallowed his eyes. A sick grin twisted his face. 
 
    “Your sister is just fine.” The pitch in Dean’s voice rose with laughter. “She looks as sweet as a plum. I bet she tastes as good too.” 
 
    Kyle grabbed Dean by his shirt and yanked him close. The miner smelled terrible, like an animal that had been gutted and left to rot in the woods, but his need to protect his sister overrode everything. “Where is she? Where did you see her?” 
 
    “In the dark.” Dean laughed and rocked his head from side to side. “Always in the dark. Everything's prettier in the dark.” 
 
    “Do you mean the mine?” Kyle's head snapped up and he glared at the entrance in the mountain. 
 
    Dean pulled at his restraints, grunting and chuckling at the same time. “It's not just a mine, dumbass. Never was. It just took us awhile to figure that out. And now your sister waits, her fear making her blood taste so sweet.” 
 
    “Where in the mine is she?” Kyle shook the man in his hands like a ragdoll. He didn't know why he was asking. He wouldn't know one end of it from another. He asked out of instinct, out of fear. 
 
    “Not far, boy.” Dean looked directly at Kyle. His eyes were almost completely black. “Just a little ways in, but it don't matter. Nothing does. Soon the darkness will rise, and we will all revel in his glory.” Laughter and hoots burst out of Dean's mouth like crows fleeing a bell tower. 
 
    Kyle pulled on Dean's arms and struggled to his feet saying, “You're going to lead me to her, you son of a bitch,” but Dean went limp and slipped from his grasp. He chuckled on the ground, bits of foam spotting the corners of his mouth as his eyes went white again. Dean wasn't going anywhere. “Shit.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Maya’s tone was even and calm, but that didn't help Kyle's nerves. 
 
    “We're not doing anything.” He stressed the first word. He then got up and walked over to where he'd set the night vision goggles down. “You're staying right here. We just have the one pair of these, so I'm going in alone. He said she wasn't far, and I'm hoping he's right.” 
 
    Maya walked over and touched his hands as they held the goggles. “He's crazy, Kyle. Whatever's going on here is shredding his mind, and it might do the same to us if we give it a chance. I'm not saying we should leave – I mean, I am, but I know you need to do what you can for your sister – but you need to hurry. Careful, and quick, okay?” 
 
    Thankful for her understand, Kyle stepped close and tilted his head down toward hers. She tilted her own and pushed herself up into his kiss. Her lips were soft and warm, as were her hands when they touched his face. He felt much more calm when they pulled apart. 
 
    “Give me twenty minutes. If I'm not back by then, run back to the Jeep and haul ass out of town.” He reached into his pocket and handed her the keys. 
 
    “You'll be lucky if I give you ten,” she replied. He wasn't sure if she was joking, but a small smile pulled at her lips. “Now get going.” 
 
    Kyle glanced over at the former man and frowned. He hated leaving her with him, but he didn't have a choice. He had confidence in his knots though. 
 
    “Okay. See you soon.” 
 
    He turned and left before the fear building inside him could show on his face. Everything around him was falling into the Twilight Zone, and he had no idea how to even begin handling it. All he could think was that he had training, he had equipment, and he had a mission. If he could focus on those things, he'd be okay. As he neared the hole in the mountain, though, doubt crept into his chest like a sliver of ice aimed for his heart. 
 
      
 
    All alone on the side of a mountain hundreds of miles from home, Maya trembled. It wasn't just because she was alone. She was a big girl, she could handle that. And it wasn't because yards away from her was a trussed up hillbilly who minutes before had pointed a gun at her – she had grown up in Memphis, Tennessee, for Christ's sake.  Those were valid reasons to be shaking, but as bad as they were they paled next to the evil she felt moving in the earth below her. It was like an ocean of malevolence and hatred and rage spread out beneath her feet, growing stronger and closer with every minute. It took every ounce of strength she had to not say, “Fuck it,” run to Kyle's Jeep, and put all this crazy shit in her rearview mirror. 
 
    “It wouldn't matter even if you did.” Little titters of laughter trailed after Dean Cotton’s words. 
 
    Maya turned and looked down at the miner. His wrists were still bound tightly behind his lower back, and his feet were laced solidly together, but that didn't diminish his danger one bit. Not to her. What was wrong with him went straight into the yawning dark below them, and she didn't know if laces and leather straps could do anything about that. 
 
    “What wouldn't matter?” she asked, regretting the question even as she asked it. 
 
    Dean laughed again, and flecks of spit foamed in the corners of his mouth. “Running, you dumb bitch. Ain't nowhere to run to.” 
 
    It took her a couple seconds to realize what he was saying, and why he was saying it. He picked my thoughts right out of my head, she thought, amazed and repulsed all at the same time. The idea he could see into her so fully and easily turned her stomach sour. 
 
    “It ain't hard,” he said, continuing to reply to her unspoken words. “Not with you. You're old blood. I can smell it in you.” 
 
    “Old blood?” Without even knowing she did it, she took a step toward him. “What do you mean, 'old blood'?” 
 
    Dean pulled at his restraints, grunting and laughing as his muscles flexed and strained. His gray skin, already marred by cuts, tore even further, and in the wounds she saw cords of black muscle quiver under the strain of his efforts. Liquid the color of bird shit oozed from the tears. Even from a distance she smelled the stink rolling off him, like a dead animal left to rot on the side of the road. Repulsive as he was, she didn’t run away. 
 
    “Answer me.” She picked up the rifle from where Kyle had tossed it. “Tell me what you mean by that.” 
 
    Dean flopped around like a fish dragged onto shore, he shoulders bunching and his hips thrusting into the air. His movements were rough and spastic, and all the while he laughed his madman's laugh. After several seconds of wiggling and grunting, the laces around his feet burst apart, and with an agility she wouldn't have thought him capable of he flipped his torso upward until he stood on his feet.  
 
    “Stop right there!” She aimed the gun at his chest. 
 
    Hunched over, his chest heaving up and down in ragged motions, Dean tilted his head and looked at her with a smile on his face as empty as his black eyes. “You ain’t got the guts, you stupid bitch nigger.” 
 
    Blood drained from Maya's face. Her panic opened the floodgates of her mind, shouting her every thought into the psychic ether, and the monster in front of her heard them loud and clear. “Don't get in my head! Stay out!” 
 
    “Your blood's so old.” Dean stepped toward her. “You don't even know the honor you should feel at having it pump through your veins, the glory of the ancient ones that it came from. But I do, don't you worry, and I can't wait to tear your throat open and drink every last drop of it.” 
 
    The smile on Dean's face widened until it tore the corners of his mouth, and pus leaked from the wounds, making him look like a clown from her worst nightmare. He opened his mouth wider and wider, roaring into the sky, and his shoulders and arms heaved at the leather binding his wrists. Maya watched in horror as his flesh tore and his muscles expanded, pulsing and bleeding a black thin liquid. He was changing, transforming right before her eyes, and deep inside her a voice screamed at her to run, but a terrible fascination kept her rooted in place. It wasn't until the leather strap broke and his arms flew up that the little voice finally was heard. 
 
    Dean snarled at her, a black tongue licking a ravaged mouth. “Too late,” he said, his words nearly unintelligible.  
 
    With a speed that took her breath away, he leaped at her, covering the dozen or so feet between them in less than a heartbeat. She stumbled backward, barely missing his arms as they grabbed for her, and as she moved she threw the rifle at him. It hit his face but he didn't flinch. Instead he laughed and reached out, his clawed fingers scraping her skin.  
 
    In his touch she felt death, and she knew he would tear her open and make good on his intention to drink her dry, but suddenly his body seized up again and he dropped to the ground in a quivering pile. Relief flushed through her like cold water. She nearly shouted in glee when the same psychic thunderclouds poured into her brain too, and just like he did she collapsed into a spasming heap, her body falling like a felled tree right on top of him. When her skin made contact with his, terrible visions entered her mind, showing her a world she never could have believed possible. It was a world of darkest evil, as ancient as the light of the furthest stars, and she fell into it with eyes opened, sightless, and black.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    A week ago Kyle had been up to his neck in supply requisition orders and boxes of tighty whities, glad to be back in the States but missing the smell of grilled kebabs wafting from carts on the streets of Kabul. Now, as he walked hunched over through a mine tunnel cast in varying shades of green by the night vision goggles he wore and searched for his sister, that felt like a lifetime ago. Since coming back home his world had been turned upside down, and ideas he'd once considered the stuff of fiction were all too real.  
 
    On the ground to his right were the pipes he'd seen running out of the mountain. He had no idea what was in them, but in the distance he heard the chug-chug-chug of pumps, so he followed them in the hope they'd lead to some sort of explanation. The mine's low ceiling forced him to walk in a crouch, and it didn't take long for his thighs and lower back to feel the strain. He hoped like hell Dean was right and his sister wasn't far. 
 
    He'd forgotten how oppressive being in a mine felt. Hewn out of the very rock of the mountain, every surface was rough, and grit sat piled in drifts on the floor and between the pipes. Even with the goggles on it was hard to see, the darkness like a mouth swallowing him bite by bite. It was the weight of the stone above his head, though, that really put the pressure on. The rocky ceiling looked thick and strong, but he'd heard enough stories of unsecured shale dropping on people and crushing them before they knew what was happening to keep a wary eye as he stepped further into the mountain.  
 
    Twenty yards in, the tunnel curved sharply to the right. Kyle pressed himself against the wall and leaned out slowly to see what lay ahead of him. All he saw was more rock and pipe before the tunnel ended at a T. The pumps grew louder as he edged deeper in, and as he neared the junction he could tell they were down the tunnel on the right, which was exactly where the pipes were headed. The tunnel to the left was featureless – just one long, dark walk.  
 
    A minute after turning right a new sound joined the pumps. At first it sounded like muffled talking, but after a few seconds he heard it for what it was – screaming. He tried to break into a run, but the low ceiling kept him to a hunched scurry. The goggles bounced around on his face despite the strap, screwing up his vision, but when a flash of light showed an opening in the rock wall several yards down on his left he saw it clear as day.  
 
    “I said shut up!” a deep voice roared through the opening. “Or I will gut every last fuckin' one of you!” 
 
    Envisioning his sister on the business end of that threat, he picked up the pace. When he finally came to the opening, he stopped and edged his face around to look. Inside the rocky chamber were seven people, all of them cringing against the far wall in fear. Even through the grime that coated their faces he could tell they were all kids. In the middle of the group, her eyes wide in terror, stood Taylor. 
 
    Between him and the kids stood a man holding a flashlight. He waved it around like a club, and his bunched shoulders said he was moments away from unleashing hell on whoever was closest to him. Kyle didn’t give him that chance; he scurried as quickly as he could through the entrance and tackled the man from behind. The kids screamed even louder. The flashlight hit the ground, turning their shadows into monsters on the walls. 
 
    “Who the fuck?” the man asked as he threw an elbow backward and hit Kyle in the shoulder.  
 
    The blow was stronger than Kyle had been ready for, and he lost his breath as he stumbled backward. The miner twisted around, and in the skewed light he looked like a crazed beast. Kyle couldn't recognize him past the coal soot and snarling mouth. With a snarl, the miner rushed forward. 
 
    As his opponent closed on him, he stepped to the left and hooked his right arm around the miner's neck. Once he was locked in, Kyle hammered blows into the miner's side, hitting ribs, hip and arm as the guy tried to break free. They were solid hits, but the thick clothing the miner wore, along with the adrenalin, diminished their effect. 
 
    Swinging wildly, the miner got smart and sent a fist into Kyle's crotch. Most of his fist hit thigh meat, but enough of the punch went into his balls to make Kyle “Ooff!” and lose his grip. Now free, the miner reared up, grabbed Kyle by his shoulders, and threw him to the ground. What little air Kyle had in his lungs left him in a rush when he hit the stone floor, and he barely had a chance to draw new breath when the miner was on him, straddling Kyle's waist as his hands raked across Kyle's chest, somehow shredding his coat and shirt into ribbons. Kyle brought his arms up to defend himself, but his opponent took that as his opportunity to hit his shoulders and ribs. Each punch felt stronger than the last, and he gasped, not just at the pain, but also because he had to force air down his windpipe. When the miner twisted to drive a knee into Kyle's side, Kyle thrust his hips upward as hard as he could, ramming the miner's head into the ceiling. The miner staggered and fell off him. 
 
    Kyle scrambled to his knees and took a moment to catch his breath. He had time for one inhale before the miner regained his feet and came at him again, a strange light shining in his black eyes and his mouth slavering. Moving on instinct, Kyle leaned backward, drew his legs back, and kicked outward as hard as he could. The miner took most of the kick in his face and chest, and he stumbled backward several steps. Kyle got to his hands and knees, intent on finishing the fight – even if it meant bashing the man's head into the rocky floor – but he only moved a foot before the fight was finished for him. 
 
    Moving out of the shadows like a wild animal, a young man came at the miner from behind, wrapped him up in a bear hug, and threw him down with a roar. The miner hit so hard he bounced, but the young man wasn't through. As soon as the miner was down, the kid grabbed his head and smashed it onto the ground. The miner made a pained noise. The kid then jumped on his chest and pounded his fists into the miner's face like they were pistons in an engine well past the red line. He probably would have kept the beating going until the miner's head was bloody pulp, but after a few seconds a smaller boy left the shadows and ran to him. 
 
    “Stop, Brett!” the little kid said, tears streaming down his grimy face. “Stop it! You'll kill him!” 
 
    Brett ignored him and delivered another blow. “Why shouldn't I? He said he was going to kill us!” His eyes were hard as they looked down at the miner beneath him, but when he turned to look at the small boy next to him, they softened, and his fists uncurled to rest on his legs. His knuckles were raw and bloody. 
 
    “But you're not him.” The boy laid a hand on the older kid's arm. “And I don't want you to be.” 
 
    Kyle was impressed. From the mouths of babes, he wondered to himself. The fight now over, he waddled over to the downed miner and reached down to feel for a pulse. The miner's skin was incredibly cold, and the coal dust made him feel like he was a statue, but a vein still pumped beneath his fingers. The miner was down, but alive. How long he'd stay out, though, was anyone's guess. 
 
    “Kyle, is that you?” a voice asked from the shadows. 
 
    Relief flooded through his body when he heard his sister, and he turned to see her pick up the miner's flashlight and duck-walk to him. He grabbed her as soon as she was in hugging range, tears falling from both their eyes. 
 
    “What in the fuck is going on?” she asked as they parted. 
 
    “I don't know,” he replied, wishing like hell he had something more to tell her. “There's...something going on, something strange, but right now what we need to worry about is getting out of here. Who all is here with you?” 
 
    Four new faces came into the light. Three were female, one male. They looked frightened to death. 
 
    “That's Brett and his little brother Alex.” She pointed at the young man who'd finished off the miner. She then turned to the others and gestured for them to huddle in. “This is Shelly, her friend Hanna, and there's Tamara and her brother Finn. We're all in high school together. Well, except for Alex. He's in elementary school.” 
 
    “He's still a smart kid,” Kyle replied, giving the young boy's hair a tousle and feeling old while doing it. “Okay, we need to get out of here now. Taylor, give me the flashlight and I'll lead the way out. The rest of you, grab hands and stick close. Ready?” 
 
    Seven scared and dirty faces nodded at him in the garish glare of the flashlight. He hoped he looked more confident. Once he had his sister's hand and saw that the rest of them were doing the same, he turned and walked to the exit, wondering when this nightmare would end. 
 
      
 
    Dark clouds hovered over the mountain like a wool blanket, sending down small spatters of rain in intermittent fits, but even that seemed like a burst of cheer compared to the oppressive darkness of the coal mine as Kyle and the kids came through the old vent opening. Shelly and Hanna dropped to their knees and wept, and their friends gathered around them, holding each other and glad to be in the light, muted as it was. 
 
    When Maya wasn’t there to greet them Kyle looked at where he'd left Dean tied up. Dean wasn't there, but broken bits of leather sat on the grass in his place. Kyle’s stomach twisted into a dozen small knots. 
 
    “Who's that?” Taylor asked, standing next to him and pointing to the right.  
 
    Kyle followed her finger until he saw a body lying on the ground. The sight of a red blouse and shock of dark, curly hair brought equal amounts of relief and fear charging up his throat. He ran over, hoping against hope that she wasn't hurt. It wasn't until he was a few feet away that he saw she was laying on something. When he reached her side, he saw what it was – an unconscious Dean. The hunting rifle was on the ground a few feet away. 
 
    “Maya!” He knelt down next to her. He took her shoulders and pulled her into a sitting position, but her head lolled to the side and her eyes were closed. He looked her over, checking for blood or wounds and finding none, then felt her neck for a pulse. It was slow, but it was there. He checked her skull, looking for a bump or gash showing that she'd hit her head, but he didn't find one. Her skin felt cool to the touch and had turned an ashy color. 
 
    Taylor hunkered down next to him. “Do you know her?” 
 
    He nodded, but he didn't know how true that was. He'd met her only a day ago, so could he really know her? Probably not, but he understood that in that time he'd learned a good deal about who she was, she'd taught him more than he ever wanted to know about his home town, and he'd had the best sex of his life. A lot had happened in that short span of time, and he wasn't ready for it to be over. 
 
    “Yeah, her name's Maya. I met her yesterday. She's here doing some research. I left her here with Dean while I went in looking for you. He... He was tied up. This shouldn't... I don't know what happened.” 
 
    Taylor leaned over and took a long look at Dean. “He looks like shit, Kyle. Look at his skin. It's all split and gray, with this...pus-looking crap seeping out. He doesn't look human.” 
 
    “That's part of what she’s here investigating. I mean, not him specifically, but that there's something weird going on, and Dean looks to be part of it.” 
 
    “And she's out?” Taylor asked, turning and looking the woman up and down. “She's hot. Much too damn pretty to be sticking her neck out around here.” 
 
    Kyle scooped his arms under Maya and lifted her as gently as he could. As soon as she was away from Dean's body, it was like a switch was thrown in her body. He felt her begin to warm, and her skin returned to its natural creamy brown color. She didn't open her eyes or awaken, but it was a positive step nonetheless. Dean, on the other hand, moaned and started to twitch.  
 
    “Shit, he's waking up,” Taylor said.  
 
    Kyle snarled as he looked down at the prone man. “No, he's not.” With a savagery he didn't know he was capable of, Kyle hauled off and kicked Dean hard on the side of the head. Dean didn't make a sound as his head snapped to the right and he went still. His chest still rose and fell as he breathed, but he was knocked out. If the kids hadn't been around, he knew he would have gone even further.  
 
    “Let's go,” he said, hugging Maya's body close and walking back to the trail that led to his Jeep. 
 
    Taylor called for her friends, then jogged to his side. “Go? Go where? We've got to find out what's going on. I think... I think dad is the one who brought me out here.” 
 
    “We're not doing anything,” he told her, his arms beginning to ache. “Right now the best thing you and your friends can do is hide out and sit tight. I'll be the one trying to figure this thing out.” 
 
    “And where are we supposed to do that?” 
 
    Kyle looked over at his little sister, then hitched his head up the mountain. Understanding dawned in her eyes seconds later. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Blood and Water 
 
      
 
    With every foot the water lowered, the closer the sleeping God came to awakening. His heart beat in titanic pulses that grew closer and closer, and the water churned with the thrashing of his body as it stretched and unfurled. Ash watched from on high, anxious to see his Lord revealed in all his glory. 
 
    As exhilarating as the god's waking body was to watch, it paled next to the wonder of his waking mind. The psychic ether was vibrating from the power of the ancient being, quivering as dreams fell slowly away, revealing memories, desires, and hunger. Ash felt as though he lived in two worlds at once, one foot in a coal mine and the other on an ancient plain as his god strode across the world like a force of terrible nature. He knew that soon both those worlds would be one and the same, and that when it happened he would be standing next to the throne of a new Kingdom, his sole desire to serve the will of his Lord. Soon dreams would become reality, and reality would become a nightmare. His fangs dripped blood in anticipation. Nothing could stop what was coming. 
 
    The sound of huffing and puffing brought his mind back to the mine. As the ragged breathing grew closer, his annoyance grew with it. Heavy feet slapped at the ground, first one set, and then two more. Within seconds it nearly drowned out the sound of pumps. 
 
    “Sir, we got a serious problem,” Gus said as he approached the chamber entrance. When he came to a stop, he bent over and breathed deeply. 
 
    Ash grit his sharp teeth. “I seriously doubt that. Our Lord rises. What problem could there be?” 
 
    “It's my boy. He...uh, he's been here.” 
 
    Ash's black eyes widened, but after a moment he shrugged his bony shoulders. “So what? There's nothing he can do to stop what’s coming.” 
 
    “Beggin' yer pardon, sir, but he got the kids out.” 
 
    Ash’s bat-like nostrils face flared and his thin gray lips peeled back into a snarl as he whirled around. “He did what?” 
 
    Gus sucked in air and staggered back a moment, his own dark eyes as large as dinner plates. “I don't know how he knew they were here or how to find them, but he managed to sneak in through the old vent shaft and find his way to the room where the kids were locked up.” 
 
    “And nobody stopped him?” Ash's shoulders bunched as frustration boiled his blood. In the grand scheme of things it wasn't a real problem – they would gather a new first meal for their god – but the thought that some punk asshole was able to enter his mountain and leave with his tribute was galling. The muscles across his upper back bulged, and the skin covering them split. 
 
    Gus shook his head and stepped to one side, revealing Dean Cotton and Sam Krauss. Dean had been tasked with watching over the old vent entrance, and Sam's job had been to deal with the kids. If what Gus said was true, then they both had failed. The bruises and cuts across their bodies proved it. 
 
    “Sam, come here and tell me what happened,” Ash ordered, his lips moving but his teeth locked together. 
 
    Sam looked like he wanted to do anything but get closer, but after a moment of hesitation he stepped into the chamber, wringing his hands. “Sir, it wasn't my fault, I—” 
 
    Ash stepped forward in a rush and tore Sam's head off. Brackish blood sprayed into the air, coating the stone walls. A few drops of it landed in the water below, and the water churned as ropes of flesh lashed through the blood and drew it down. Ash brought the bleeding stump to his body, and while holding onto the head with one hand, he sank his fangs into the torn neck and drank his fill. He let the body fall to the ground, then he plucked the sightless eyes out and tossed them in his gore-covered mouth. They popped like ripe grapes when his teeth closed on them. 
 
    Gus and Dean stared down at Sam's dead body. Gus was still, his eyes taking in the scene like a man standing in fascination before a work of art, but Dean shivered  and looked away before Sam's heart could pump out the last of his blood.  
 
    “What about you, Dean?” Ash asked, his black tongue licking blood from his thin lips. “Was what happened not your fault either?” 
 
    Dean flinched at the sound of his name, but he shook his head and managed to stand still. “I shoulda shot 'em, yes sir, as soon as I saw 'em. If one of 'em hadn’t had old blood runnin' through 'em, I woulda done just that.” 
 
    “Old blood?” Ash asked, his anger momentary pushed aside by wonder. 
 
    Dean nodded quickly, the gray skin of his neck waggling in the dark. “Yes sir. The nigger woman. I could smell it on her like perfume. I thought she'd make a special tribute, so I was gonna bring 'em to you at gunpoint, but I was… I was overcome by the rapture of our waking Lord before I could do it.” 
 
    “I understand,” Ash replied, the words entering the air just as he lashed out with his claws and decapitated the miner in one fluid motion. Dean's black eyes blinked as his head and body tumbled in different directions. “That don't mean I forgive.” 
 
    Taking an ever so slight step backward, Gus glanced at the bloody ground, then said, “I'm gonna kill that boy of mine, rest assured, sir. Kill him slow and painful for what he done.” 
 
    Ash considered Gus's words, then shook his head. “No, I need you here to monitor the pumps. They're work's nearly done, but nearly ain't the same as finished. We have others out there who can take care of this. Now go and do your job.” 
 
    “What about the...Dean and Sam?” Gus couldn't help but glance at the bodies of his friends as he spoke, but they were fleeting glances at best. 
 
    “Leave ‘em. I'm hungry.” 
 
    Gus gulped, nodded, and walked away as quickly as he could without it being a flat-out run. 
 
    “If you want something done right, you gotta do it yourself.” Ash closed his eyes and reached out with his mind to find those who were eager and able to work his will. On his back, the tears in his skin widened into gashes as nubs of flesh broke through, pulsing and flexing. Dark blood dripped down his body to join that of the two dead men at his feet, turning the coal dust on the floor into a thick, warm mud.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Kyle found two bags of beef jerky and a Snickers bar in a cabinet. In the pantry next to it were sealed canisters of flour, sugar, dried beans, rice, and spaghetti noodles, along with some trash bags and cleaning supplies. He grunted in frustration. 
 
    “Hey, I found the water,” Brett said. “There's ten gallons here. That should suffice, right?” 
 
    “Unless one of you decides to take a bath with it, yeah.” Kyle closed the pantry and turned to see the teenage boy standing in front of the cabinets next to the stove. 
 
    Shelly and Hanna sat down on a blanket-covered couch, dust pluming into the air and the seat springs groaning as their weight dropped on it. They coughed and waved at their faces. The other kids settled on the floor by the fireplace and looked around blankly.  
 
    “Are you sure this place is safe?” Shelly asked when the air was clear. 
 
    “If by safe you mean no one knows you're here?” Kyle asked, looking around at the decoration free wooden walls and curtainless windows, “then yes. These old hunting cabins don't get much use out of season, and this one is far enough from town and the mine that no one is just going to happen by and see you're here. I wish I could take you all with me, but there just isn’t room, so it’s safer to keep you together here. All of you just sit tight, stay calm, and keep your heads down while I try to get help. No matter what, you guys won't be here more than tonight. The water Brett found will tide you over. Think you’ll be okay?” 
 
    Half a dozen dirty, scared faces nodded at him. 
 
    “Okay. Good. I'll be back as quick as I can. Remember what I said – calm and cool.” 
 
    When he got another understanding nod, he gave them the most confident smile he could muster and walked to the door. As he turned the handle, Brett hustled over to stand next to him.  
 
    “Hey, you sure you don't want me to go with you? I uh...I think I handled myself okay back in the mine. If things get hairy out there, you might need me.” 
 
    Kyle couldn't help but think of Brett as a kid even though he was only seven years older than him, but kid or not he had a point. Kyle hadn't needed the help in subduing the miner in the cave, but Brett had jumped in without being asked, and because of that they had made it out in one piece. The kid had courage, and he had strength. Together that made him a potent ally. Unfortunately, it was because of those reasons that Kyle wanted Brett to stay right where he was. 
 
    “You're probably right, but look behind you. As much as I might need you, they need you even more, especially your brother. I can't be out there doing what I need to do if I'm worried about what's going on back here. I'm depending on you to take care of them. Are you up to that? Are you the man around here? Or do I need I ask your little brother?” 
 
    Brett frowned. “Yeah, I'm the man.” 
 
    “With the way you kicked the shit out of that guy in the mine, I don't doubt you one bit.” Kyle clapped Brett on the shoulder before opening the door and leaving the hunting cabin. 
 
    The rented Jeep waited just outside under a strand of trees that didn’t quite keep the rain off it. Taylor sat in the back with Maya leaning against her, still unconscious. 
 
    “We ready to roll?” Taylor asked through her rolled-down window. 
 
    He nodded and went around to the driver's door. Once he was seated he started the engine and strapped himself in. 
 
    “I'm surprised Brett didn't come with you. Figured his male ego would demand he come along.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kyle said over his shoulder, “don't knock the male ego. It's what's keeping him in the cabin, watching out for your friends.” 
 
    Taylor made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a cough. “They aren't my friends.” 
 
    Kyle looked in the rearview mirror and saw Taylor staring down at the stranger next to her. Her dark hair was disheveled, her black eyeliner and lipstick was smeared across her face, and her Lady Gaga shirt was unrecognizable under the coal dust ground into it. Now, more than ever, she looked lost and alone. As though her life hadn't been hard enough already. 
 
    “I guess not,” he told her, their eyes meeting in the mirror, “but right now they're sane and normal, both of which seem to be in short supply around this place.” 
 
      
 
    They kept conversation to a minimum as Kyle drove down the mountain, the constant bumping and shaking from the poorly maintained roads too much for anyone to try and talk over. It reminded him of driving in Afghanistan. But, as soon as the gravel road ended at the blessed asphalt of Route 49, Taylor leaned forward and put her face between the two front seats. 
 
    “So where are we going?” 
 
    That was a good question. After getting the kids out of the mine, Kyle's first instinct had been to go to the police. That was what people usually did when the shit hit the fan. But, considering how changed so many others in town were, that didn’t seem like a good idea. So, if the local constabulary was suspect, the next logical step was the county sheriff. Stillwater was in Mingo County, and the county seat for Mingo was Williamson, an hour's drive up Route 49. All he had to figure out now was what he was going to say. Stories about psychic visions and miners with black, soulless eyes wasn't going to get the cavalry a runnin'. 
 
    “Williamson.” He flicked the wipers into their highest setting. “We need the county sheriff's department.” 
 
    Taylor leaned back to cradle Maya against the door. “You saw what I saw, bro. That guy in the mine looked seriously fucked up, and I don't mean hillbilly-spending-too-much-time-in-the-dark fucked up. I mean Exorcist-skin-splitting-and-eyes-all-crazy fucked up. Same thing for the guy your girlfriend here was passed out on top of. Something weird is happening, and I don't think small town cops are gonna be much help.” 
 
    “Then what would you suggest?”  
 
    “You're in the Army.” She frowned at him in the rearview. “Get us some damn troops! Call in the National Guard! Something! Or call the Vatican and get us some priests. Or both! We need some big guns here.” 
 
    He was impressed that she was keeping herself together as well as she was. For all his training and time overseas camped out in dangerous places, he'd never anticipated having to deal with anything as strange as what he'd seen and heard since coming back to Stillwater. His world had always been about rough people and hard facts. Now everything was being turned upside down, and all the things he'd thought he understood seemed like props on a stage, fake and temporary, hiding a truth he didn't want to know. His sanity was being tested, and he worried he was coming up short. Taylor, in spite of her age and inexperience – or maybe even because of it – was dealing better. He hoped like hell that held out, and that he could hold on with her. 
 
    “Sorry, but I don't have the president on my speed dial. And I don't have the pope either. We have to work with what we've got.” He picked his phone up from the cup holder at his knees and looked at its reception bars. NO SERVICE stared back at him. “And right now we couldn't call anyone in even if we wanted to.” He tossed his phone over his shoulder. 
 
    Taylor caught it and scowled. “Goddam it.” 
 
    The rain fell harder, and Kyle turned up the wiper speed to its highest setting. The outside world was a wash of dull gray, the lush West Virginia greens muted and dour as water pounded down. As the road curved left around the mountain, he slowed down to avoid slipping on the wet asphalt. The sudden appearance of red and blue flashing lights on the highway ahead of him made him wonder if someone hadn't already crashed, but as they drew closer he didn't see any smashed cars or ambulances or road flares. Instead, two Stillwater police cruisers, parked bumper to bumper across the highway, blocked the road, their roof lights spinning like kaleidoscopes.  
 
    A hard, cold knot formed in the pit of Kyle's stomach. 
 
    Taylor leaned forward again, her face stopping next to his shoulder. “What the hell? This can't be good.” 
 
    Kyle thought the same thing as he pressed harder on the brake pedal. At any other time and place, the sight of police cars and flashing lights wouldn't have been a cause for concern. This wasn't any other time or place though. He'd just been involved in the assaulting of two men, he had a minor with him, he'd hidden away half a dozen other kids, and he had an unconscious woman in the backseat. It was enough to make his palms sweat. 
 
    “I'd turn around.” Taylor tapped his seat. “In case you forgot, I've got a knocked out chick next to me drooling on herself.” 
 
    Kyle would have loved to have done just that, but his hands stuck in the direction they were held. “We can't turn around. We have to get to Williamson, and this is the fastest way there. Shit.” 
 
    Taylor grunted, her head shaking in his rearview mirror. “Then you better come up with a good story.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” he replied as he pressed down on the brake. The police cars were still a hundred feet ahead of him, two officers standing in front of them covered in yellow rain slickers, but in his mind they were already boxing him in, guns aimed at him by the dozen. Knowing that the worst thing he could do was act suspicious, he kept his hands steady and his foot smooth as he slowed the Jeep down, but in his mind he was frantically thinking of what he could say or do that might help get them out of Stillwater. By the time he stopped he had the beginnings of an idea. He fished his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it. 
 
    The officer tapped Kyle's window with his flashlight. Kyle looked up to see if he recognized who it was, but the darkness caused by the heavy cloud cover and the slicker's hood kept the officer's face in shadow. He pressed the button to lower the window. Rain pelted him, drenching his face before the window was all the way down, but he ignored it and held his wallet up, his driver's license and military ID facing out. 
 
    “Good afternoon, officer,” he said in his best I'm-a-model-citizen voice. “Is there a problem with the road? I've got a sick friend that I'm trying to get to a doctor.” 
 
    The policeman didn't respond. Kyle tried to find eyes to look into for what the officer might be thinking, but there weren't any. His entire face was lost to shadow. The cold hardness in Kyle's stomach expanded, chilling his entire body. 
 
    “Sorry you have to stand out in the rain like this,” Kyle continued, hoping like hell some sympathy would things moving along. “Back when I was in Afghanistan rain was a blessing, but here it's just a pain.” 
 
    Still the policeman said nothing. Meanwhile, another officer slowly approached on the passenger side of the Jeep, and two more exited the parked cruisers. 
 
    “So, should I turn around?” he asked, his lips numb and his tongue thick in his mouth. Every instinct told him they were in danger, that the darkness spreading in the town behind him was reaching out, but he just wasn't ready to give into that yet. In spite of everything that had happened, he still wanted things to make sense. He wanted his world to be normal. Running from cops was the opposite of normal, and despite the ice pick of fear pushing into the back of his skull, he refused to give into it. That wasn't how things were done. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “ I've taken up too much of your time. I'll find another –” 
 
    As he drew his left hand back, the officer grabbed his wrist, and the intense coldness of his touch sent a shock through Kyle's system, making him drop his wallet. He gasped and stared at the hand holding him. The skin was ash gray, the fingernails black and split. The sudden movement caused the officer's hood to jerk backward, revealing a gray face with dark wells for eyes, and the mouth that sneered at him parted just enough to show teeth that would have been more at home in a dog's muzzle. Kyle flashed back to the men at the mines, seeing the same sallow skin and empty eyes. The situation was rapidly deteriorating into madness. 
 
    “Yer gonna pay for what you done.” The frozen vise of the officer’s hand chilled Kyle's blood, but he forgot all about it when the officer pulled his pistol and shoved it in his face. The black depths of the gun barrel echoed the dark pits of the policeman's eyes, and in all of them Kyle saw his death. “You ain't fit for the glory that's comin'.” 
 
    Over the next several seconds a great number of things happened, each event like a car crashing into the one in front of it, and the one constant was the screaming. 
 
    At the sight of the gun, Taylor cried out, grabbed Maya, and hurled herself onto the backseat floorboard. Moving quicker than he ever had before, Kyle jerked his arm away from the officer, leaned his head back, and grabbed the hand holding the gun. The dark skin felt clammy, but he didn't care as he pushed the arm forward and banged it against the steering wheel. Two-tenths of a second later, the gun went off, filling the Jeep with roaring noise and the stench of burnt gunpowder. The front passenger window exploded in a shower of glass as the bullet blasted through it, and the policeman approaching from that side dove to the ground to avoid being hit.  
 
    Taylor screamed, but the ringing in Kyle's ears almost drowned it out. The policeman next to him jerked to get away, but Kyle tightened his grip and jammed the cop's arm against the wheel several times in quick succession. The gun went off again, blasting a hole through the passenger door.  
 
    Fearing the next bullet would find flesh, Kyle balled up his right hand and punched at the fingers holding the gun. They spasmed open, and the gun tumbled to the floor mat beneath Kyle's legs. As it fell, the tiny part of his mind that the army had trained to not run around like a spooked puppy noted that the gun was a Smith & Wesson M&P40.  
 
    The policeman lunged into the Jeep and reached for Kyle's neck. The sickly cold fingers tightened on his windpipe when Taylor's screams finally broke through the ringing in his ears. “Go! Go! Go!” she shouted, the word coming out of her like a mantra.  
 
    Hearing her reminded him exactly where he was, so while he fended off the policeman with one hand he put the Jeep into reverse with the other. His foot slammed against the gas pedal, and the vehicle leapt backward in a rush of power. The policeman outside Kyle's window tried to hold on, even going so far as to lean through the window opening, but Kyle hit him in the side of the head with his elbow and yanked the wheel to the right, both of which combined to shake the officer loose and send him tumbling to the ground.  
 
    Tires squealed against wet asphalt, but that was drowned out by the sound of gunfire and shattering glass. A loud bang and a shudder told him they’d shot out one of the tires. He ducked and shouted for Taylor to stay down, then glanced in the rearview mirror. The Jeep's back window was a cloudy web of cracks, broken only by savage holes through which he could see the police taking aim for another round. He kept the gas pedal pressed against the floorboard and held the bucking steering wheel with an iron grip.  
 
    The swirling lights disappeared a few seconds later as they rounded the mountain. But, he knew they would be after him at any moment, so he took the first road to the right he saw, pelted down it at breakneck speed, and then took whatever turns came his way. Several minutes later he was far from the cops and deep in the back mountain roads of Stillwater, large stretches of trees and broken rocks hiding him away, at least for the moment. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Taylor asked as he pulled onto a narrow dirt lane and parked. 
 
    Kyle shook his head and stared at the trees flanking the road ahead of them. “That was shit going from bad to worse.” 
 
    Taylor giggled for a moment, the sound so counter to the tension and fear that filled the interior of the Jeep, but then she let out a scream that curled the hairs on his neck. He turned around to find her banging her right hand on the seat and gripping Maya's left shoulder tightly. The dam had finally broken inside her. 
 
    “They shot at us!” she shouted, her eyes red and wide as they stared into him. “They fucking shot at us! What the fuck! Why... How are we...” She turned her dead from side to side as though looking for an answer somewhere in the backseat. Finally she sighed and crumpled. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, that about covers it.” Kyle didn't know what more to say. In less than a day the world had turned on its head, and in the wake of it he didn't have a clue what to do. His sister needed comfort – and hell, so did he – but more than that they needed a plan. He didn't know where to start with one, though, because he didn't have a clue what they were up against. In the Army they’d taught him that when he had an enemy his job was to point his weapon at that enemy and make them die for their country before he died for his. But who was his enemy here? The cops? His dad? Everyone? Or, was it something far more sinister and secret than a simple bad guy? No matter how evil a person was, their skin didn't change and crack and their teeth didn't turn into a dog's snarl. Something much worse than a bad cop and abusive father was at work in Stillwater, and Kyle didn't know how to even begin dealing with it. 
 
    “Shit isn't even the beginning of it.” Maya’s voice was weak and groggy, but the unexpectedness of it made Kyle and Taylor gasp. Maya leaned against the car door, her face a chalky brown color, and her eyes were red around the edges, but the look she gave Taylor and then Kyle through the rearview mirror was solid, grave, and unflinching. “You have no idea just how bad things really are.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Maya felt like death warmed over. As she sat crammed up against the backseat driver's side door, she tried to pull herself together and gather what wits she had left back into her oatmeal bowl of a brain.  It was easier said than done, and it didn't help that she'd woken up in the middle of a backwoods NASCAR race. How she'd gone from standing near the back entrance to the mine to being strapped into the back of the Jeep as it slalomed around country roads was a story she wanted to hear sometime, but at the moment there were more pressing matters to deal with. 
 
    Kyle pulled the Jeep onto a dirt road shrouded by trees, stopped, and turned around in his seat and looked at her over the headrest. “Do I even want to ask what you mean?” 
 
    “Does she know something we don’t, Kyle?” the strange girl sitting next to her asked him, her skin and clothes chalky with soot.  
 
    Maya assumed from their resemblance, and from the way they talked to each other, that it was his sister Taylor.  
 
    Taylor stared at him like a drowning person stares at a raft floating just out of reach, desperate and afraid, then turned her frantic gaze on Maya. “What do you know? And how?” 
 
    Seeing the girl was on the verge of freaking out, Maya took a deep breath, calmed her face, and started talking in as smooth a voice as she could manage. She told Taylor an abbreviated version of her experiences as a child, about how that lead to her website and her writing, and how that had led her to Stillwater. Taylor looked skeptical at first, but as more of her story came out, the more Taylor’s expression changed from a frown to vigorous head nodding. 
 
    “So then I’m not crazy after all,” the young girl said with a sigh. 
 
    Kyle nodded without hesitation. “You’re sure not. Something weird is going on, Piglet, and it’s a far cry from normal.” 
 
    “So you think there's...” Taylor looked around quickly, searching for the words she needed in the air, “shit, some sort of monster or...or demon loose in town, and it's causing all this?” 
 
    That wasn't exactly right, but it was close. Maya knew neither of them would want to hear what she had to tell them, but what other choice did she have? The truth was the truth, and no amount of hemming and hawing would make it less so. 
 
    “I hate to say this.” Maya fixed each of them in turn with a hard stare. “But I think what we're dealing with is worse than that. Much worse.” 
 
    “What could be worse than a demon?” Taylor asked, her voice taking on a brittle edge. 
 
    Maya sympathized with the girl next to her, but she couldn't hold back. “The thing demons answer to.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Kyle looked at her in the rearview mirror with wide, bloodshot eyes. “Do you mean we’re dealing with the Devil?”  
 
    “Not exactly.” Maya struggled to convey what she knew without turning the conversation into a theological seminar. They weren't in a coffee shop, trading beliefs and ideas over scones. They were in a Jeep that had been shot up, hiding from people who'd been poisoned by an ancient evil. There wasn't time to get into the complexities of the spiritual realm. So, to keep things simple, she powered forward and just started talking. 
 
    “What you were taught in Sunday school isn't the truth. Neither is what people learned in their mosques or synagogues or temples. Every religion out there claims to have the truth, but they don't. At best they have a kernel of it, and that kernel's been buried in centuries of dogma and bullshit. The reality of the spiritual world is far stranger and more complex than you could ever imagine. And right now, here in Stillwater, we're sitting at ground zero of a supernatural apocalypse.” 
 
    Taylor closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When her eyes were open again, she asked, “And how do you know this?” 
 
    “Because I saw it,” Maya replied, looking first at Taylor, then at Kyle. “When I fell on that man outside the mine, my skin touched his, and through that contact I saw some of what's been going on out here.” 
 
    At the memory of those visions, Maya dropped her head and stared down at her lap. Visions were never easy things to experience, but what she'd seen outside that mine made every other experience seem tame. And it wasn't just images that had been trust into her mind. She'd heard things, smelled things, tasted... She'd been overrun with sensations, drowned in experiences that were terrible and dark. Even recalling it made the blood run cold in her veins. 
 
    “Just tell us what you saw.” Kyle reached back to caress her arm. His touch was warm, a balm against the cold wet darkness closing in on her. 
 
    Nodding to herself in a you-can-do-this gesture, she looked back up and told them what she knew. “Evil, Kyle. So much evil. For thousands of years it covered the world in vast legions of darkness, fire, and blood. Demons walked the world, and mountains crumbled in their wakes. It was an age of evil that... I wish I could cut the memory of it out of my mind. No one should see what I saw. But then a flood came and destroyed them all.” 
 
    Kyle reached into her lap and took her hand, his fingers warm as they stroked her skin. “A flood? Like from the Bible?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Maya replied. She soaked his warmth in and looked up at him. “The Bible isn't the only place you'll find a flood story. It’s been told all over the world, in nearly every religion and culture. The Hindu, Mayans, Greeks, Native Americans, and more all have flood stories as part of their tradition. The details change, but the idea of water being used to purify the world runs through them all. I don't know who sent the waters, whether it was God or gods or...something else, but eventually the waters fell, and all the evil that plagued the world was drowned and washed away. Well, almost all of it.” 
 
    As the last words left her lips, she glanced out the window at the mountain rising up next to them, and a shudder ran through her body. Kyle followed her gaze, then frowned. 
 
    “Wait, are you saying some of that evil ended up in the mountain?” 
 
    Maya sighed and nodded. “Yes. Deep in a cavern at the heart of the mountain we're parked on is a creature of incredible evil and power. The miners worship it as a god, and who's to say they're wrong? It's been there for hundreds of millions of years at least, slumbering in the deep dark water that was supposed to destroy it.” 
 
    Taylor coughed. “But I'm guessing something woke it up, right?” 
 
    “No.” Maya shook her head, then stopped, nodded, and then shook her head again. “Yes and no. There's still enough floodwater remaining in the cavern it's in to keep it asleep, but it's waking up. Little by little, as those miners pump the water out, it stirs more and more. Soon the water will be gone, and I'm terrified to consider what'll happen next.” 
 
    “How soon?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Maya shrugged. “I don't know. Hours at best. When people wake up tomorrow, it's going to be a very shitty day, I can tell you that much.” 
 
    “Is that what those...psychic vibrations were?” Kyle asked. “That creature waking up?” 
 
    “Yes. That's how powerful it is. Even in its sleep it can reach out and touch your mind, affect the world, turn you into something vile.” 
 
    “And that's what's happened to my dad and the other miners?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Maya hated saying yes, but she had no choice. “I'm sorry, but yes. About a month ago, according to the visions I got from that Dean guy, the miners were digging out a new tunnel when their machine broke through a wall and released some of the water in the cavern. They almost drowned from it, and...that might have been for the better. I know it's your dad, so I hate to say that, but that water cursed them.” 
 
    “But I thought the water was supposed to kill evil,” Kyle said. 
 
    “It was, but after millions of years of having that...thing...sleeping in it, the water changed, became just as evil as it was. And when it washed over your dad and everyone else at the mine, it in turn changed them.” 
 
    Kyle looked down for a moment and made a “huh” sound, as though an idea had occurred to him. “Sorta like heavy water then.” 
 
    “What's that?” Maya asked. 
 
    “The water that's used to cool nuclear fuel rods becomes irradiated over time, becoming what they call heavy water. Trust me, it's not something you'd want to fill your pool with.” 
 
    Maya didn't have to understand the science behind what Kyle said to know that his comparison was apt. And, worse, he'd hit on another problem. 
 
    “Well, that leads to something else.” 
 
    Taylor snorted and fell back against the seat, her red-rimmed eyes rolling. “Oh, right, like an ancient dark god under our feet wasn't bad enough?” 
 
    “I'm afraid not,” Maya replied. 
 
    Kyle sighed and shook his head. “Shit. The pipe.” 
 
    Were the circumstances not so dire, Maya would have smiled at his quick understanding. 
 
    “What pipe?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “The one leading out of the vent tunnel,” Kyle explained. “The one we followed out of the mine. When Maya and I found it, it was spitting out some sort of dark, sludgy water. That was from the cavern wasn't it?” 
 
    Maya nodded. 
 
    “And it's going right into the river. The river that feeds into the local water utility.” 
 
    “Wait,” Taylor said, her lips screwed up in a disgusted sneer, “are you saying that we've all been drinking that evil creature's bath water?” 
 
    Maya nodded. “Everyone in Stillwater is consuming that thing, drop by drop. And the more it wakes up, the more its psychic influence is felt. People are evil enough as it is without its essences rushing through their bodies.” 
 
    “But what about Taylor and the rest of her friends?” Kyle asked. “Why don't they seem to be affected like my mom and the people you met at the cafe?” 
 
    Taylor barked up a harsh laugh. “How often do you see kids drink water, bro? If it ain't comin’ out of a can or bottle, we don't drink it.” 
 
    “So then…” Kyle started before pausing to digest everything he’d heard. After a moment he continued. “We think we know what's happening. The next question is what do we do about it?” 
 
    “And there you come to the real problem.” Maya leaned back in the seat like Taylor. “I don't have a single damn idea.” 
 
    “Can we...I don't know…throw a grenade at whatever this monster is?” Taylor asked. “Get some deep core drillers to drop a nuke on its ass Michael Bay style? Something?” 
 
    Maya wanted desperately to know what to say, to have a definitive answer, but she didn't. “Maybe. None of my visions came with a list of its weakness or vulnerabilities. We might be able to shoot it or blow it up, but then again all that might do is piss it off. Please understand, it isn't purely flesh and blood. It's as much a being of psychic terror as it is physical, a creature whose every fiber is made of the darkest evil. For all I know a cross or a stick of sandalwood incense might be more useful than bullets or bombs.” 
 
    “Then let me simplify things.” Kyle fixed them both with a hard look. “We don't have a grenade, or a nuke, or a proton pack, or anything else like it. Right now all we've got are a bunch of ghost stories and a shot up vehicle. The best thing we can do is to try and get to Williamson again, or – fuck – anywhere other than here, and let people know what's happening.” 
 
    “What about Hanna and the rest in the cabin?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “They're good for now. They've got plenty of bottled water, and they're far from the crazies. Right now they're better off than we are.” 
 
    Maya bit her lower lip. Kyle was correct. There wasn't anything they could do in Stillwater to stop what was coming. There likely wasn't anything they could do anywhere else, either, but every mile they put between themselves and the evil under the mountain, the better she would feel. 
 
    “Then we need to get my car.” She knew it meant going back into a town that was probably getting crazier by the moment. “It isn't much to look at, but it'll get us farther than this Jeep will.” 
 
    Kyle sighed, but the look on his face said he knew she was right. “Alright, if that's what we have to do, then let's do it. The sun is nearly down, and I don't want to be here when darkness falls.” 
 
    Maya couldn't agree more, so she nodded and patted Taylor's leg. Taylor took her hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “I don't know you from Eve,” the young girl said, her soot-streaked face solemn and her skin clammy cold, “but I'm glad you're here.” 
 
    “Me too,” Maya replied, not meaning it in the least little bit. If she'd had a genie in her pocket, her one and only wish would be to have never heard of the town of Stillwater, West Virginia.  
 
      
 
    Getting through the backwoods to town on three tires was a slow, arduous process, and it hadn't been made easier by the rain continually pouring from the sky, turning dirt roads into bogs and asphalt into Slip 'n Slides. The lone upside to the rain was the lack of traffic they had to avoid while circling around the edge of town. At least, Kyle hoped it was the rain that kept the townsfolk out of his hair and not something more monstrous. 
 
    When they finally rolled to a grinding halt in a dark corner of the parking lot next to The Basement, Kyle parked and killed the engine. His eyes flicked from shadow to shadow, from the bar to the motel across the street. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, telling him something was wrong, but he didn't know if that was due to something in particular or the general sense of FUBAR that permeated the town. He felt eyes on him from every quarter, and in his mind the eyes were black and pitiless. 
 
    “Why did we park over here?” Maya asked, craning forward and cramming herself into the space between the front seats.  
 
    Feeling the sudden heat of her against his arm pulled some of the clouds of paranoia from Kyle's head. Glancing over at her, the distant parking lot lights barely lit her face, outlining her beauty like an artist using chalk on black paper. It seemed crazy that less than a day ago they had been entwined in each other's arms, the sheets damp with their sweat as they gave themselves to each other.  
 
    “Because there's a distinct possibility they know where we're staying.”  
 
    “They?” Maya angled her head to peer at the motel's parking lot.  
 
    “The police, for one.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Kyle rubbed at his left wrist, the one the cop had grabbed with his freezing cold hand. “Well, there aren't a lot of places we could be staying at other than here, but even if that wasn't the case, I dropped my wallet when we were stopped trying to leave town. A quick search on my credit card history would be all they needed.” 
 
    “Shit,” Maya replied with a sigh. 
 
    “On the plus side, they dropped something too.” He reached into the tight space between the seat and plastic console that bisected the front of the Jeep. When his hand came up, he held a gun. Taylor and Maya drew back like he'd pulled out a snake. 
 
    “Where in the hell did that come from?” Taylor asked.  
 
    Kyle shook his head at the fearful way both women looked at him. “I knocked it out of the cop’s hand. I forgot all about it until we headed this way. Damn thing slid under my feet. I managed to tuck it away when we stopped at a stop sign.” 
 
    Maya leaned forward again. She wasn't as close as she'd been a few seconds ago, but some of her fear had worn off. “Is it loaded? Does it still work?” 
 
    “It worked well enough earlier,” he replied as he pressed a button and the magazine dropped into his hand from the grip. Small brass casings were neatly lined up inside it. “It's a .40 caliber Smith & Wesson with a standard fifteen round mag. The cop shot twice, so we have thirteen rounds left. It's in great shape, too. Frankly, right now I'd rather have this than my wallet, so I'd call it a fair trade.” He slapped the mag back into place as he finished speaking and tucked it next to the seat again. 
 
    “So if you think they might be waiting, should we risk getting Maya's car?” Taylor asked. 
 
    Kyle's head tilted from side to side as he considered how to answer her words. “Do I want to risk it? Hell no, but I need to. Unless either of you knows how to hotwire a car, that is.” When all he got were blank looks, he nodded and chugged ahead. “That's what I thought. Maya, give me your keys.” 
 
    Maya reached down to the floorboard where she'd put her purse earlier in the day, rooted around inside it for a moment, then gave him a jangling set of keys with a small, green ghost figurine dangling from the key ring. Kyle recognized it as Slimer from Ghostbusters. 
 
    “While you take care of that, I've got my own mission to take care of.” Taylor reached for the door handle next to her. 
 
    Kyle jerked around and hit the LOCK button on the door console next to him, then turned back around. “What in the hell are you talking about? You're not going anywhere. I need you to stay here.” 
 
    “You don't get to tell me what to do,” Taylor replied as she pulled on the door handle. It snapped out of her hands and the door remained closed. She hit the UNLOCK button with a stiff jab of her finger, but Kyle relocked it before she could get the door open. She tried to get out again, and then again, before slamming herself backward against the seat and hitting the door. “Goddam it, Kyle! You're not Dad!” 
 
    “No, I'm not!” Kyle said. “Dad tried to kill you. I'm trying to keep you safe. I don't know if you can tell the distinction, but trust me, it's there. What could you possibly have to do that's so important?” 
 
    Taylor huffed and pulled uselessly at her door handle. “I need to go find Morgana. Her house is only half a mile from here. I can't be so close to her now without trying to find her.” 
 
    Feeling some of the wind taken from his sails, Kyle ground his teeth. “Sis, I understand how you feel, but—” 
 
    “No you don't!” Taylor gave an exaggerated wave of her hand. “You don't know shit. While you were off running away from all this, I was stuck here, trying to figure out on my own who I was and why I was so different from everybody else. Do you know how many times I thought about running away? How many times I considered killing myself? No, you don't, 'cause you weren't here. Morgana does. She saved me. She's the only bright spot in my whole world, and I love her. So, pardon me if I want to find her and get her out of this fucking mess.” 
 
    Kyle's face numbed as blood drained away. He couldn't believe what his little sister said, the naked truth of what his leaving had meant, and the terrible pain she'd had to go through alone. The tongue-lashing she'd given him the night before seemed like nothing compared to what had come out of her now. In the face of that truth, how could he deny her? 
 
    “Okay, you made your point. I don't have the right to tell you what to do. But, as your big brother, can I at least ask you to stay until I get Maya's car? Once I have it we'll go together to see about Morgana. Safety in numbers, okay? Can you do that?” 
 
    Taylor's nostrils flared, and her fingers tapped against crossed arms, but after a few seconds she nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Kyle gave her a slow nod. “Thanks, Piglet.” 
 
    “Fine. And stop calling me that. I'm a little old for it.” 
 
    “You'll always be my Piglet,” Kyle told her with a pat on her leg. “No matter how old you get.” He then reached down and pulled out the Smith & Wesson. “Okay, you two wait here and I'll be right back.” 
 
    Before he could unlock his door and open it, Maya said, “You actually think you're going to run off and leave me behind again? In case you don't recall, that didn't work out too well for me last time. Where you and that gun go, so go I.” 
 
    “Jesus H.” Kyle closed his eyes and set the gun down on the center console before his twitching fingers could pull the trigger and blow his balls off. “Why can't you two just do as you’re told?” He took a moment to breathe deeply, filling his lungs with cool, calm air. “Fine. Fuck it . Whatever. Taylor, I hope you wait here. If you do, keep your head down and the doors locked. Maya, if you're coming, all I ask is that you stick close and stay behind me. Okay?” 
 
    Maya nodded, her face all business. 
 
    “Alright, then let's do this.” Kyle checked the .40 cal out of habit, opened his door, and exited the Jeep. As his feet touched asphalt, the skies opened up and poured buckets of wet misery down on his head. “Perfect.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Come the Shadows 
 
      
 
    For days Ash had stood on the ledge that hung over the deep mountain cavern, the sole marker of time he cared for being the water level as it dropped inch by aching inch. Problems big and small reared their heads, but through them all he'd never left the cavern. At his feet, discarded remnants of who he'd used to be piled up slowly – a nose here, an ear there, a fingernail or tooth to add some texture. He was barely human anymore, and he couldn't have cared less. The only thing that mattered was the shrinking pool of water below him. 
 
    Small ripples spread across the pool's surface as things moved beneath it. His black eyes gazed in fascination, anxious to see signs of his god's awakening. Tendrils flicked through the water, but he knew the Dark One was still in the grip of its millennial sleep. That grip was slipping, though, and as consciousness slowly returned, the god's monstrous body moved. 
 
    As more flesh writhed in the water, suddenly bubbles boiled to the top, and what little remained of Ash's prick hardened. The dark dreams of his god receded from his mind, the glorious visions of the past lifted like a heavy fog, and a hum took their place. The droning noise sounded like a hundred voices all singing as one from a great distance. He could barely hear it, but it was there, and the dark song was as beautiful as it was dreadful.  
 
    The Dark One was nearly awake! 
 
    A tear fell from his midnight eyes, the droplet slowly making its way across cracked skin to hover like poisoned rain at the corner of his mouth. But, before it fell, a light shined from the depths of the retreating water. It was scarcely able to filter through the muck and shifting tentacles, but the greenish-red light gleamed from the depths and sparkled against the teardrop. Ash looked down in wonder at the shimmering light, and as it filled his black eyes, the voices sang louder in his head.  
 
    “It’s coming,” he said to himself. “The Dark One rises.” 
 
    Ash trembled in the glory of his awakening god, and he knew that beyond the mountain Stillwater trembled too as its people transformed into monsters under the Dark One’s will. In the distance, through miles of twisting tunnel, he heard men screaming in pain, wailing like babies torn from their mothers' desiccated wombs. They were being reborn, remade from the inside out, and the process was as painful as it was magnificent. 
 
    In the receding waters below, massive tendrils lashed and spasmed, churning the dark water into foam. A body was becoming visible beneath the tentacles, a bloated twitching mass that – even from what little could be seen of it – seemed colossal. Ash couldn't begin to understand what event had transpired to force its bulk into the dark belly of the mountain, but as he gazed down on it he decided it didn't matter. Soon it would rise, and the mountain would crumble around it. The Dark One would be reborn, and then the world would be reborn with it, birthed in fire and blood and screams. 
 
    A laugh fell from Ash's mouth, but the sound became a scream when a terrible pain exploded in his chest, driving him to the ground. He was on fire, every cell of his body vibrating so quickly he could feel himself burn. His gums burst, filling his mouth with brackish blood as the last of his teeth were pushed out by jagged fangs. Hard claws the iridescent color of a beetle's shell shredded the ends of his fingers, the pain of it so intense his hands curled into tight fists, driving the claws into his palm. The wounds seeped blood the color and consistency of molasses, but they rapidly healed. His bones throbbed, shattered, reset, shattered again, and then reformed into twisted versions of themselves, as strong as they were deformed. Layers of doughy white skin sloughed off his body, revealing mottled gray flesh like the underbelly of a fish that had never ventured from its murky depths.  
 
    The greatest pain, though, came from his back. The knobs of flesh growing there burned as if a flaming tree fell across him, each one a bright spot of pain. He tried to reach behind him to grab the knobs and tear them off, but his arms wouldn't reach, so he turned his face toward the cave ceiling and howled until the lining of his throat burst and his cry became a gargle of blood. Seconds went by like hours, each beat of his heart sending vibrations into the stone beneath him. The pain increased until it nearly undid him, but with a large burst of flesh it ended, and in the sickly light he unfurled a broad expanse of grisly wings. As they spread from his shoulders he knew his rebirth was complete. 
 
    His god had forged him, remade him as a reward for his diligent service and faith. His ascension was at hand, and his reign as the demon prince of the world was about to begin. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Maya had just stepped out of the Jeep when the sound of breaking glass and voices raised in anger shattered the still night. As they rounded the corner of The Basement they saw half a dozen cheering people standing in a loose circle in front of one of the bar's large windows, now broken into a million glittering pieces and scattered across the handicapped parking slots. Two figures rolled across the glass shards, their legs kicking and their fists swinging wildly, and the crowd looked down with manic smiles as they roared their approval. 
 
    “I'm gonna kill you, ya son of a bitch!” one of the men on the ground said. He wore leather pants and a leather jacket with a stylized falcon stitched on its back. Kyle didn't recognize the voice, and blood seeping from multiple cuts on the man's face and forehead made recognizing him impossible.  
 
    The man he pummeled was dressed in a shabby blue suit, torn and wet from both rain and blood. He looked older than Kyle's dad and terribly out of shape, but the desperation of his situation gave his kicks and punches extra viciousness. Streaks of red around his mouth and on his hands made Kyle think back to the night before, when he'd seen the same guy sitting by himself enjoying a rack of messy barbeque ribs.  
 
    “You ain't killin' shit, asshole,” the man in the torn suit said as he rammed his dark loafer into his opponent's crotch. “And I wasn't looking at your woman, but once I'm done with you I'm gonna fuck her in her ass and make you watch.” 
 
    “Don't let him talk that way to me, baby!” a woman cried. She was one of the throng urging the fight on. Despite her words, the smile on her face said a good ass fucking would be right up her alley. She was dressed in leather similar to the man fighting for her honor, and another memory of the night before rolled through Kyle's mind. The same couple had been in the bar, eating at a table several feet from Mr. Ribs. Apparently dinner at The Basement was a regular event, but tonight things had gotten out of hand. Kyle hoped it was an isolated incident. 
 
    Taking Maya's hand, he ducked at the corner of the bar and whispered, “Keep your head down and follow close.” 
 
    Maya tore her eyes away from the fight with a struggle, then looked at him and nodded. 
 
    Keeping low, they scurried from the dark corner of the bar to a big Dodge diesel pickup, moved from there to an old Mercury sedan that looked to be held together by religious bumper stickers – LIFE IS A GIFT, NOT A CHOICE and IN CASE OF RAPTURE, VEHICLE WILL BE UNMANNED just two examples. The road crossed in front of them like a black river, the asphalt gleaming wetly under the streetlights arching over it in lonely islands of light. 
 
    After giving her hand another squeeze, they scurried from the parking lot and crossed onto the highway. They were halfway into the far lane when a squeal of tires stopped them in their tracks. Kyle looked to his left and saw a truck speeding around a corner toward them from the direction of town. Between its speed and the wet road, the car didn't have a hope in hell of making the turn, and it crashed into a streetlamp with a chunky metal thud. More broken glass spilled into the night, and the light flickered out. Several seconds later the driver got out of the truck and staggered around it, presumably looking at the damage. After doing a shambling circuit, the driver reached into the truck and pulled something out. Without the streetlight to illuminate the situation Kyle couldn't tell what was going on, but the point was moot when the driver shouted, “You stupid piece of shit!” and unloaded a shotgun blast into the truck's grill. Steam burst into the air from the ruined radiator. The driver pumped the shotgun, shifted to the right, and blasted a load of buckshot into the truck's tire, which burst like a watermelon being sledgehammered.  
 
    “This town has lost it,” Maya said, stating the obvious. “If we don't get out of here soon we'll lose it too. That dark thing is closer to waking up, and I can feel its mind reaching out for all of us.” 
 
    The desire to get out of Stillwater back when he'd graduated had been huge, but that was nothing compared to what Kyle felt now. His hometown had always felt like it sat balanced on the rim of a vast toilet bowl, ready to fall into the shit at any moment. He'd figured that, sooner or later, it would slide over the edge, and when it happened it would be bad, but he'd never imagined it would be this bad. Then again, he'd never considered the possibility that Stillwater's demise would come from the rising of an ancient evil buried deep in the mountains around it. Somehow that idea had never struck him. 
 
    “Yeah, come on.” He waved her on.  
 
    Once they were across the street, Kyle scurried to the far corner of the motel and ducked into a patch of shadows that looked out over the parking lot. There were half a dozen cars parked before various rooms, Maya's red Honda among them. He scanned each one, looking for people seated inside, but from where he stood they all looked empty. He also couldn't see any sort of colored lights or decals that would indicate a government vehicle. 
 
    “See anything?” Maya asked. 
 
    Kyle shifted his eyes around, checking motel windows, the roof, shadows around the edge of the building, and the area behind the far side of the motel before shaking his head. “No, it looks clear.” 
 
    “I guess the police have other things to worry about.” She gestured toward the crashed truck and bar fight.  
 
    Kyle shrugged. “I don't think they give a shit. After the way they came after me, they're probably as crazy as the rest of this shithole.” He reached into his pocket and felt the metal of Maya's key ring bite into his hand reassuringly. “Come on, let's do this.” 
 
    Maya's room was near the middle of the U-shaped motel, but he didn't want to cross the openness of the parking lot, so Kyle skirted the edge of the building and walked them down the inside of the eastern edge. The motel didn't have many lodgers, so most of the rooms were dark and silent, but a few here and there lit up. The sounds that came from them were disturbing. Normally he’d have seen it as his duty to investigate, but not here, and certainly not now. So long as the noises stayed behind closed doors, he was fine leaving them there. 
 
    A scream erupted behind the door two feet in front of them, Room 106, and Kyle barely had time for his blood to chill at the terrible sound of it before the door flew open. It hit the wall next to it so hard it shattered the window. Kyle raised his hands and jumped backward. Maya yelped and stumbled back too, then screamed and pointed at the parking space in front of the room. Kyle followed her gesture and saw a woman lying on the ground, half-naked and beaten to a pulp. Blood ran from her face in thick red streams, and she scarcely had the strength to turn her head so she didn't drown in the rain. 
 
    “You lying fucking whore,” a man said as he walked out of the room. He wore brown and white striped boxers, and nothing else. Blood spattered his pale chest and stubbly face. He rubbed at his bruised knuckles. 
 
    “Please, Bobby,” the woman on the ground said, her voice barely louder than the rain beating down on her. Her red panties and yellow bra looked almost as rough as she did. “I didn't mess around on you, I swear.” 
 
    Bobby stormed forward and kicked her in the side like a punter going for a field goal from fifty yards out. The woman on the ground tried to roll away, but that only exposed more of her back, and Bobby's bare foot hit her with enough force to send her tumbling further into the parking lot. She screamed and reached for her side reflexively when she came to a stop. 
 
    “I didn't, Bobby!” she cried into the storm. “I didn't, I swear!” 
 
    Bobby was having none of it. He stomped over to the woman, grabbed her by her mop of blonde hair, and hoisted her to her feet. The sheer unrelenting violence of the moment transfixed Kyle, locked him in place, but when the woman screamed again and beat at Bobby's fist as it clutched her hair the spell broke, and Kyle ran to stop what was happening before it could go any further. 
 
    “I’m gonna beat your lying ass straight to hell.” Bobby drew the woman close and balled up his fist. “And then I'm gonna go do the same to that sonuvabitch you been fuckin' behind my back.” 
 
    “Let her go, man.” Kyle drew close.  
 
    Bobby kept his grip on the woman. “This ain't none of your concern, asshole. Not unless she's fuckin' you too.” He gave the woman's head a savage shake. “Is that so? Huh? You fuckin' him too?” 
 
    The woman opened her mouth, but no words came out, and her eyes rolled up. The sight of it broke Kyle's heart. In her he saw his mother, back when she was good and loving; he saw Taylor and everything she'd had to go through without him; and he saw Maya, alone in a dark and uncaring place. It broke his heart, and he swore to himself he wasn't going to let anyone else get hurt, not while he could do something about it. 
 
    “I said let her go,” he told the man, reaching around to grab the .40 caliber tucked in his jeans. “I'm not going to say it again.” He flicked off the safety and let the metallic click emphasize his point. 
 
    Bobby snarled. “You want this bitch?” he asked, shaking the woman's head by her hair again. “Then fuckin' have her.” 
 
    Kyle didn’t understand what Bobby meant until the man heaved his arms and flung the woman at him with a savage pull of her hair. The woman didn't scream, even as handfuls of her hair ripped out, and she tumbled toward Kyle like a sack of broken sticks. Kyle reached out with his left arm to grab her as she fell against him, and Bobby's eyes lit up when Kyle stumbled under the sudden weight and impact. Kyle fell to one knee, the woman's bloody body a dead weight against him, and Bobby rushed toward them with both fists raised and ready to deliver more pain. The tactic would have worked against most people, but Kyle – even though he spent most of his time going over supply lists and shelves of gear – had been trained for combat, so even with the woman pressed against his left side he was able to keep his gun arm free and his head clear. The rain seemed to stop for a moment as he lined up his shot and fired, each drop hanging motionless in the air. When the gun barked, it was one more peal of thunder in the storm. A ragged hole appeared in Bobby's left chest where the pectoral muscle met the shoulder. It spun him around, and then he fell, just as Kyle had hoped he would. But, Bobby had just hit the ground when he threw his head back and yelled like a berserker at the clouds overhead, then thrust himself up and came toward Kyle again. Another shot rocked the night, this one hitting Bobby in the meat of his right thigh. Bobby hit the ground again, this time with a thud as his legs swept out from under him. 
 
    “I'm gonna kill you.” Spit flew through Bobby’s clenched teeth. “I'm gonna break your head open and fuck yer skull, gonna fuck your brains and shit on 'em.” 
 
    Bobby jumped to his feet, wobbly but powered by something beyond the flesh, and stomped forward again. His pale skin had an ashy pallor Kyle recognized. 
 
    “Make this stop!” Maya shouted, her voice ragged. Kyle couldn't see her, but he could imagine her face streaked with tears and her mouth twisted up in fear and panic. His heart broke all over again. “Just make it stop, please.” 
 
    Knowing he had little choice, Kyle took aim one last time and pulled the trigger. When Bobby hit the ground, this time it was with a hole in the center of his chest and blood pumping out of it in a thick syrup that soon slowed to a trickle. He didn't get back up again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kyle asked the woman he held in his left arm. When she didn't answer, he gave her a slight shake and put his mouth close to her ear. “Hey, it's okay. He won't hurt you anymore.” 
 
    When she still didn't say anything, he bent over and lowered his arm until she lay on the ground. Her eyes were open, but they were motionless and unblinking, even when rain drops splashed against them. He knew what he'd find when he reached to take her pulse, but knew he had to do it anyway. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Maya asked, stepping close and bending over his shoulder. 
 
    Kyle shook his head, then reached down and closed the woman's eyes. “She's dead.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Maya had to grab his shoulder to stop herself from falling over, and the tears that fell on his skin were warm, unlike the cold, unceasing rain. “This is terrible, Kyle. So terrible. What... What are we going to do?” 
 
    Despite the rain that tumbled down on them, Kyle had never seen more clearly in his life. The dead man and woman before him had cleared up any reservations or confusion he’d felt before. In their emptiness he found his resolve. 
 
    “We're getting the fuck out of here as fast as we can, that's what, and we are never looking back.” 
 
    He took Maya’s hand from his shoulder, gave it a kiss, and pulled her toward her waiting car. The gun was still in his hand, its weight reassuring in the storm, and he vowed to use it as many times as he had to in order to get them all to safety, no matter who stood against them. When they reached her car, he unlocked the passenger door, and as she got in he walked around the back his eyes looking for anyone who might come toward them. No one appeared in the wet darkness, and he reached to unlock his own door, but Maya had already pulled the knob up, so he opened the door and settled into the driver's seat.  
 
    After days of driving the Jeep and months riding in supply trucks, the little Honda felt like a go-cart, but within seconds he had the engine revving and the wipers at max speed. Once they were both buckled in, he stuck the gun between his right leg and the center console, then backed out of the parking space. When they crossed the highway he saw that the crashed truck and its driver were still going at it, but he must have run out of ammo because he had taken to beating the vehicle with the shotgun like a bat. 
 
    The fight was still going on in The Basement’s parking lot, but now everyone was involved. In the stark light of the bar's exterior signs the mass fight looked like a single gray beast made up of many arms and legs and mouths, all of them reaching into the center mass to do as much harm as possible. Kyle recognized their waitress in the mix, and the bikers and rib eater were still in it, but most of the rest were a blur of ashen, angry flesh. He stayed as far from them as he could while he drove to the damaged Jeep. When he pulled in next to it, Taylor slipped out of it and dove into the Honda's waiting backseat. 
 
    “Man, it's getting crazy out there,” his little sister said. 
 
    Maya grunted and stared straight ahead. “You don't know the half of it.” 
 
    Taylor ran her hand through her wet hair, slicking it back and away from her face. “I bet. Did I hear gun shots?” 
 
    “Don't ask.” Kyle reached for the gearshift to put it in DRIVE, but before he could a familiar wave of nausea rolled over him. It was enough to make his stomach sour and his eyes ache, but other than that he was fine. Maya, though, vibrated in her seat. Her hands were vises on her armrests, and she grit her teeth so hard the cords in her neck jumped. He reached over to sooth her, give her some sort of help and comfort, but when he moved over he saw Taylor was jittery too, her fingers thrumming against her pants and her eyes fluttering. 
 
    A dark pit opened in Kyle's stomach, and he felt his world slipping into it, never to return as he watched the two women he cared about spasm in the grip of an evil he couldn't begin to understand or hope to stop. All he could do was wait. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Maya inhaled sharply and sat up in the back of the jeep like a woman struggling to swim to the surface before she drowned. When she opened her eyes she recognized where she was, but it didn't feel real to her. Her brain struggled to wake up from the nightmare overwhelming her. It seemed like hours ago when the dark dreams crashed down, but from the darkness outside and the familiar lights of The Basement’s parking lot she could tell it had only been minutes, if that. She sat awake, in her car, but part of her remained in the nightmare, and she worried she'd never fully leave it again. She felt slimy, coated in blood and filth. 
 
    “I don't feel good.” Taylor groaned, smacked her lips, and rubbed at her arms like she was trying to brush herself clean.  
 
    “I know what you mean,” Maya replied.  
 
    “What happened?” Kyle asked. He looked at each of them like he feared they'd shatter at any moment. “Are you okay now?” 
 
    Maya shook her head. Deep down she knew a terrible truth, and keeping it hidden wouldn't help anyone, especially herself. “No, we're not. That thing in the mountain... It's changing us. Taylor might not drink much of the water, but she still lives here, and the proximity has infected her with it anyway, just more gradually. My psychic sensitivity is connecting me to it too. The longer we stay here, the more it'll get inside us, transform us into what the rest of the town is becoming. We have to go, Kyle. Now.” 
 
    Kyle stared deep into her eyes, and she felt his thoughts reaching out to her, so warm and soft compared to the dreams of the dark god. His entire world sat in the backseat of her car, and his desire to protect them was fierce. 
 
    “Okay then. Let's get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    He turned and reached for the gearshift, but Taylor cried out and grabbed his shoulder.  
 
    “Wait! You said we'd go get Morgana!” 
 
    Kyle shrugged her off and shook his head. “Sorry, Piglet, but things have changed.” 
 
    “You promised!” Taylor grabbed his arm and shook it savagely. “You promised me we'd get her, and goddammit you're going to do it! If you don't, so help me God I'll break this window out and get her myself!” 
 
    Kyle released the gearshift and looked over his shoulder. “You wouldn't dare.” 
 
    Taylor's jaw muscles bunched as she stared back at her brother, her eyes steady and hard. “Then you don't know me as well as you think you do.” 
 
    A staring contest broke out between the siblings, and Maya felt their conflicted emotions shooting back and forth like gunfire. After a few tense moments Kyle blinked. “Alright. I guess I've let you down enough for one lifetime. Which way do we go?” 
 
    Taylor opened her mouth, but her words were cut off by a horrible wailing sound outside the car. When everyone turned to look through the front windshield they saw a group of people coming around the corner of the bar. Their bodies twitched, their steps halting and jittery. When they shambled into the Honda's headlights, the true horror of what was happening in Stillwater was revealed. Taylor screamed, and Maya felt terror claw its way up her throat at the sight of the convulsing figures. Their clothes were torn and useless, scarcely covering skin that looked covered in rancid puss, so gray and shiny in the light. Their eyes were black, nearly lost in the doughy folds of their faces that barely looked human. The claws, though, nearly drove Maya mad with horror, the black claws that arced from their hands as they stumbled closer and closer. They'd once been people, but now as the ancient evil awoke they were shambling monsters, moaning their pain and hunger into the rain-choked air. 
 
    “Head to Barker Road!” Taylor grabbed the seat in front of her and shook it. “Back around The Basement and on the right!” 
 
    Kyle's head nodded at the sound of his sister's voice, and he reached down like he wasn't sure where he was. But, as one hand shifted the car into reverse and the other curled around the steering wheel, he nodded. “Hold on!” He hit the gas and sent the car rocketing backward, away from The Basement and the mass of twitching bodies.  
 
    Maya was thankful when the headlights slid away from the townspeople, their monstrous appearances like battering rams at her sanity, but when the darkness of the mountains filled the windshield, she knew it was just the beginning. Stillwater was a small town, but there were a lot of miles left to go, and each one would be more dangerous than the one before. For the first time in her life she knew what true terror felt like.  
 
      
 
    Stillwater burned. In spite of the rain, fire raged through the small West Virginia coal town, and those homes and buildings that weren't burning were being torn apart by beings who might have once been people but had now become decidedly less. Screams pealed through the air like thunder, but for every call for help that broke through the Honda's windows came a dozen angry growls and bellows. The people of Stillwater were as damned as the buildings they'd spent decades trying to coax through winter after winter, through good times and bad. Though Kyle hated the place, he felt sick in his stomach seeing it spiral into hell. 
 
    “Take the next right,” Taylor’s soft voice reflected off the window she stared out of. 
 
    Kyle didn't give the STOP sign a second look as he turned the wheel, but when the Honda's headlights splashed across two gray figures tearing at something on the ground, he hit the brakes so hard they fishtailed on the wet road. The gray creatures didn't turn or stop what they were doing, their arms and upper bodies moving up and down in a mad rhythm Kyle felt in his heart. A grim curiosity made him look at what they were doing, but when a length of shiny intestine wiggled into the air like wet reddish-green tubing he swallowed back his gorge and hit the gas. The gray monsters heard the engine roar and turned to see him barreling toward them. When Kyle saw the victim at their feet – a kid barely old enough to sport a few feeble whiskers on his blood-splattered face – turn and give him a desperate look, he gunned the engine and veered into the creatures. They jumped out of the way, more agile than they looked, but Kyle felt the tires hit the kid and hoped he'd given him a quicker death than what the beasts who'd been pulling his insides out had promised. That didn’t stop him from hating himself though. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Maya said behind him. 
 
    Kyle wasn't sure what her words were aimed at. The fires? The roaming transformed townsfolk? The kid he'd run over? Maybe she'd been hit by another psychic thunderclap. But he didn't ask her to clarify. He was busy enough dealing with his own horror.  
 
    “How much farther?” he asked when he came to an intersection. More houses burned up Midwich Street. 
 
    Taylor slowly turned forward and looked at where they were. “Two more blocks down, last house on the left.” 
 
    Grunting, Kyle accelerated. The engine whined, in bad need of a tune-up. He babied it as best he could. 
 
    “What's that?” Maya asked, her arm appearing next to his head and her hand pointing to the far right side of the street. 
 
    Kyle focused his eyes, and at first he thought he was looking at some wobbling ball of jelly rolling up the sidewalk, but as his headlights got closer he saw a pack of gray creatures running in a knot so tight it was easily mistaken for one body. They were howling at each other, their claws and teeth tearing at one another as they lopped along the sidewalk. Kyle's blood ran cold as the Honda neared them, but his heart nearly stopped entirely when he saw what the creatures were chasing after – two kids peddling like mad on bicycles. 
 
    “What are those stupid kids doing out on bikes?” Kyle said.  
 
    When one of the bikes toppled over, spilling the kid on it to the ground, he instantly regretted calling them stupid. In his head he calculated how quickly he could get to the bike and get the kid in the car, but he hardly had time to think about it before the gray creatures pounced and made the matter moot. Screams exploded into the air. 
 
    “At least one of them might get away.” Maya pointed at the other bike, whose rider hadn't slowed for a second.  
 
    Not wanting to look at the carnage, Kyle drove past the creatures and their kill without slowing. He couldn't close his ears, though, and the cries and howls shook the car. When they came close to the still-peddling bike, Taylor gasped. 
 
    “That's Morgana!” 
 
    The Honda was ten yards back from the bike and its rider, and between the rain and the swaying of the bike he didn't know how anyone could tell who was riding it. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I'd know that hoodie anywhere! Hurry up before those things get her!” 
 
    He hadn't thought to notice it before, but on the back of the rider's coat was a white smiley face with fangs poking down and a glittery red bow sitting perfectly above the round eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was funny in spite of the horror going on around them, or because of it. 
 
    As they drove up next to Morgana, the poor girl steered away from them and gave them a panicked look, not unfairly assuming they were going to run her down, but before she could get a few feet into an alley between houses Taylor rolled her window down and reached a hand out. 
 
    “Morgana, stop! It's me! Taylor!” 
 
    That caught the fleeing girl's attention. Her feet locked in place and the bike’s rear tire swerved as she came to a quick stop. “Taylor?” she said, squinting as she looked at the Honda. 
 
    “Yeah, it's me, baby.” Taylor leaned out the window, letting the rain soak her upper half. “Hurry and get in! We gotta get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    Morgana looked at Taylor, then back the way she'd come, and then at the destruction ahead of her before she let the bike hit the ground and jumped into the Honda's front passenger seat. Taylor hugged her from behind before her door even closed. 
 
    “What in the fuck is going on?” Morgana asked. Her eyes, which were circled by so much eyeliner she looked like a drowned raccoon, flicked between everyone in the car. “I mean seriously, what the fuck?” 
 
    “That's the question of the day, isn't it?” Kyle wasn’t sure where to even begin. 
 
    Morgana shook her head and hit her knees with closed fists, the veins on her pale hands standing out like road maps. “I don't understand. I've been... I've been getting these visions in my head, felt these strange feelings in my chest, and now people are... Jesus Christ, they're becoming monsters! How is this happening?! Are we going to become like that too?!” 
 
    “Not if we can help it, baby,” Taylor said, her voice stronger than it had been minutes before. “We're getting the hell out of this town.” 
 
    Kyle wished he felt as sure as his sister did. Every second sent them spiraling down the toilet bowl faster and faster, and he felt the force of it dragging at him. His foot hit the gas like a hundred pound weight, and the Honda took off. In the rain-streaked rearview mirror the pack of monsters finished off the downed biker before shambling after fresh meat. Rain already started washing the blood away. 
 
    “Leaving town?” Morgana asked. “We need to go to the police!” 
 
    Kyle steered left onto Toluca Avenue and shook his head. “If they haven't already...changed into whatever the fuck those things are...we couldn't trust them anyway.” 
 
    Morgana looked at him like he was speaking gibberish, but before she could protest Taylor wrapped her arms around the girl . 
 
    “We already ran into the cops,” Taylor said. “They tried to kill us. Whatever's going on, they're part of it. The only help we're gonna get is outside of Stillwater. Far outside it.” 
 
    “Do you understand what's happening then?” Morgana’s pale face seemed to float in the shadows created by her dark cloths and flowing black hair. 
 
    Maya nodded in the rear view mirror. “We don't know all of it, but we think we...” She trailed off, her eyes unfocused as if suddenly in deep thought. She tilted her head first to the right, then the left, and then looked out the window next to her. Taylor leaned over and patted her shoulder. Maya didn't respond, but a few seconds later she took a quick breath and leaned forward. “We have to get out of here! Go! Go!” 
 
    “We are!” Kyle replied. “What's wrong now?” 
 
    “He's looking for us!” Maya’s eyes lost focus again as her fingers drummed on the side of his seat. 
 
    “Who?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Maya looked into the rearview and fixed him with a hard glare. “The devil's prince.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Dreadful Lights 
 
      
 
    The creature once named Ash felt warmed in the light of his waking god as the dreadful waters ebbed. The Dark One’s mind woke more and more, his thoughts filling the air like a glorious whirlwind, and Ash felt lifted from his reborn shell.  
 
    Ready my world, a voice said within his mind, the words a fusion of pain and ecstasy. Prepare the way for my coming. 
 
    Ash ached at hearing his god speak, yearned to serve him, please him. “Yes, my Lord,” his cracked, gray lips said as his consciousness rose from the cavern. He passed through coal, rock, dirt, and grass until he was high above the mountain and looking down at Stillwater. What he saw pleased him. The cavern's water had done its job – all over town people were changing, the essence of the Dark One unlocking the shadows hiding inside them, freeing their bloodlust, their desires, transforming them into what they truly were deep down in their souls.  
 
    And it was just the beginning. Tonight it was Stillwater, tomorrow West Virginia, and the day after that...the whole of the world, all of it in flames and drowning in blood, all in service and sacrifice to the dark god in the mountain. 
 
    But, as Ash's mind surveyed the town, not everyone bent to the dark's will. They were the unwashed, tiny points of light defacing the black canvas below. They weren’t of immediate concern being so few and spread apart, but then he noted several clustered together. Their mutual proximity made their light shine balefully bright.  
 
    Incensed, he sent his ethereal body toward them. As he flew close he felt a troubling distinction in one of them, a power that none but he and his lord should have possessed. In that shining mind was the vestige of a primal soul, a soul older than man, and as he observed it he was reminded of the woman he'd been told about earlier. Yes, he remembered her. The nigger bitch with the old blood.  
 
    Well now, he thought, I figured you’d have been put  down already. I guess if you want something done right, you gotta do it yourself. 
 
     Smiling a razor sharp grin in the growing gleam of his rising god, Ash sent orders into the night, preparing the world for what was to come by removing what little trouble remained. One old blood bitch and a few kids weren't much to worry about, but he supposed it was best to be careful and get rid of them all the same. After that, nothing would stand in their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Kyle hit the brakes and brought the Honda to a skidding halt. “What do you mean 'The devil's prince'?” 
 
    Maya stared at him through the rearview, her light brown face growing lighter by the second. “I mean—” 
 
    She broke off mid-sentence and gasped like she was about to choke. Kyle twisted around in his seat and reached out to her, but as his hands came close her wide eyes turned black and a sick grin slithered over her lips. 
 
    “She means you're fucked.” Maya’s voice rumbled deeply. 
 
    Taylor and Morgana screamed, but Kyle barely heard it. All he could do was look into the dark eyes of the woman he was falling in love with. No matter what the person in the backseat looked like, Maya wasn't there anymore, of that Kyle was certain. But even with that knowledge he didn't know what to do about it, how to make it right, bring her back. Despair beat against his chest with cold fists, but before he could give into it, Maya smiled again. 
 
    “Don't look so sad.” Her words sounding like stones smashing together. “You'll all be dead soon, and then you'll have nothing more to worry about.” 
 
    Maya raised her hands and lunged forward. Lost in the moment, Kyle didn’t realize what was happening, and she had him by the throat before he registered he was being attacked. Her fingers were freezing cold, and when they locked around his neck they burned his skin. He grabbed her wrists, but the flesh felt like iron in his grip and he didn't budge them a bit. The girls screamed again, but then Taylor threw herself against Maya, hitting at her arms in a flurry of motion.  
 
    “Stop it!” Taylor yelled. “Let him go!” 
 
    Morgana grabbed Maya's right arm and yanked on it. Kyle watched them try and help him, but the icy burn of her fingers clamping down on his throat and the lack of new air in his lungs shrunk his world down to the space between him and the thing using Maya's body. Dark red splotches peppered his vision, and black fog narrowed his world more and more. He pulled at her wrists, grabbed her forearms, and tried to rock her back and forth, but she seemed welded to the car frame, as immovable as steel.  
 
    “Why fight it?” she asked, her mouth curling at the edges. “There's nowhere you can run to, nowhere to go. The dark god of the mountain is rising, and soon the world will sing his song. You're doomed, you stupid shits. Give in, die now. Take what small mercies you can find before we burn them all aw—” 
 
    The blackness in Maya's eyes swirled like oil being sprayed off pavement, and the smile on her lips faltered. Kyle felt her grip on his throat relax just a touch, but it was enough for him to take her wrists again and pry them loose. Taylor grabbed Maya's arms and tackled her into the seat, holding her down with all her strength.  
 
    Strange sounds erupted from Maya's mouth, a mixture of rocks cracking, dogs barking, and crazed laughter. The blackness returned to her eyes, then swirled away again. She lunged upward, then fell back, over and over until Kyle feared her neck would snap from the pounding, and then it all stopped. The calm silence that followed was almost as terrible as the chaos that came before it because Kyle expected it to shatter at any moment. It wasn't until Maya coughed and looked into his eyes, her face sweaty but her expression relieved, that he sat back and breathed again. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Taylor asked. She kept her hands on Maya's shoulders and didn't look away for a second. 
 
    “I think that son of a bitch got in me,” Maya replied without moving or trying to get free. “I don't know how, but...that was awful. He was in my head like a...a diseased dog, dripping with filth and death.” 
 
    Kyle shook his head and took another deep breath. “It wasn't exactly a party out here either.” 
 
    “Is he...it...gone now?” Morgana asked. 
 
    Maya nodded. “I think so, yeah. He had his claws in pretty deep, but this is my goddam head, and I'll be damned before I let him have it.” 
 
    “From the sound of it, we're all damned.” Taylor let go of Maya and sat back. 
 
    Exhaling in a blast of air, Maya nodded again and looked at all three of them with a quick turn of her head. “Probably, yeah, but...maybe not.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kyle asked. Maya looked exhausted, but there was a small glint in her eyes, and it sparked an echoing light in his heart. 
 
    “I mean... That fucker was in my head, but I was also kind of in his. The water that's kept that beast asleep for so long is nearly gone. When the cavern's empty, it'll rise up and do exactly what that son of a bitch said. That I saw clearly enough. But, I also saw something I don’t think he wanted me to – we can stop it by refilling the cavern. I think the beast will return to its sleep if we can drown it again  and block it up.” 
 
    The flittering glimmer of hope in Kyle's chest dimmed. “Oh, is that it? And how are we supposed to do that? It's not like we can flip the pump's direction since the pipe leading out of the caves doesn't dip into the river, and though I'm sick as hell of this rain, it's not enough to fill a mountain with. For a flood like that we'd need...” 
 
    Kyle's face went numb, and his mouth stopped moving as ideas and plans suddenly filled his head. After another few moments of contemplation he cleared his throat and tried to explain the craziness that had popped into his brain. It was a long shot, but it was all they had. First, though, he needed to get his sister and Maya to safety. 
 
    “Need what?” Maya’s eyes were intense as they stared into his. 
 
    He shook his head and turned around. “It doesn’t matter right now. After I get you three out of here, then I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    Maya jolted the back of his seat. “There isn’t time for chivalry, Kyle. If you have something in mind, then let’s get to it. The end is pretty seriously nigh.” 
 
    “But—” Kyle could only get the one word out before Taylor hit him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Dude, it sounds like there’s nowhere we can run to that this evil old bastard won’t eventually catch up to us. If you know a way we can stop it now, then get on that shit!” 
 
    Kyle wasn’t so sure about his plan, and Morgana didn’t seem all that convinced either in the rearview mirror, but Taylor’s conviction swayed them both. 
 
    “Okay, but when this doesn’t work and we’re all dead, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    He pulled out his cell phone. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Interlude- Power of the Blood 
 
      
 
    Deep in the mountain, Ash knelt on knobby knees, holding his head and cutting his skin with claws he wasn't accustomed to yet as pain throbbed through his skull, courtesy of the nigger bitch. He hadn't anticipated she'd have enough power to resist him. The power in her blood was old, but there was strength left in it that would have to be reckoned with.  
 
    After a few moments he rose to his feet and contemplated his next move. But, as he considered his options, distant voices whispered into his ear. He listened to them, listened close, and he smiled as he realized that – though the cunt had taken her mind back – he still had a connection to her, and through it he heard the heathens talking in the distant Honda. When she spoke about the cavern and the water he relished feeling her fear, but his enjoyment turned sour when Kyle spoke. Gus's son was young, but he wasn't stupid, and the plan he formulated had merit. Too much merit, in fact. 
 
    Since finding the dark god in the mountain, Ash had felt like he'd found his destiny, and the dreams of the sleeping beast had promised him power beyond measure, power to shake the world and burn the heavens. He'd not had reason to worry or fear since that moment, but as Kyle spoke, anxiety again touched his heart.  
 
    Ash turned so quickly the dust on the ground whirled into a small cyclone, and it didn't have time to settle before he was gone, calling for Gus and the rest of his minions. The moment of their ascension was close, and Ash wasn't about to let anyone stand in their way, especially some black bitch and Gus's wayward son.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Far in the distance chaos ruled, turning Stillwater into flaming ruin of what it used to be, but the back roads were still calm, and as Kyle pulled the Honda off a gravel road onto an empty asphalt parking lot everything was quiet. No one stirred, nothing moved. All was shadow and silence. 
 
    “Your friend said he'd be here, right?” Taylor‘s eyes darted around in quick, furtive glances. She sat in the front passenger seat, her hand gripping his leg. 
 
    Kyle nodded and turned off the engine. “He lives on the other side of the mountain, about as far from town as you can get and still be in the county. Give him a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “And you told him to stick to the old trails?” Taylor asked as she rolled her backseat window down. The outside air, wet and cold with rain, slapped their senses awake. “Told him to avoid the main roads?” 
 
    Kyle sighed. “You were sitting right here when I called him.” 
 
    Morgana, who'd moved to sit next to Taylor, grabbed Kyle's headrest and pulled herself forward, causing him to sink backward a couple inches. “And did he sound...ya know...okay? Normal?” 
 
    “He sounded half drunk, so yeah, I'd say normal.” 
 
    Maya rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    Several sets of eyes gleamed behind a fence at the edge of the parking lot, each pair moving left and right in low, slinking motions. Kyle’s heart jumped into his throat and his hand twitched toward his pistol, but then one of the pairs of eyes loped near a security light shining down from a tall wooden pole and a German Shepherd appeared from the shadows. He would have laughed if his heart weren’t crammed into his throat. 
 
    Soon headlights turned into the parking lot. They belonged to an ancient Ford truck that looked like it should have been put down years ago, and its springs squeaked liked stepped on mice as it crossed onto the asphalt. Kyle smiled, remembering all the miles and dents he'd helped put on the truck when he was younger. 
 
    “Is that him?” Maya asked. 
 
    Kyle unclipped his seatbelt and opened his door. “Yep, that's him. Come on.” 
 
    The four were out of the Honda and huddled together against the rain when the Ford stopped next to them. A figure rushed around the truck and came toward them, arms up and arched toward them like a vampire from an old black and white movie. Taylor and Morgana took a half step backward, but Kyle laughed and opened his arms.  
 
    “Thanks for coming, man.” He clapped the figure's back and then releasing him. 
 
    “Jesus H,” Dirk replied, his face pale in the glow of their headlights. “What in the goddamn hell is going on?” 
 
    Kyle frowned, unsure of where to begin answering that question. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Instead of replying, Dirk ducked his head and walked toward a metal building ten feet from the parking lot. Several dogs whined from the cyclone fence circling it. With a jangle of keys he unlocked the fence and gave the dogs vigorous scratches behind their ears and a few calming words before waving everyone else in. The dogs immediately inspected the group as they passed through the gate, their noses sniffing like vacuum cleaners and their tails wagging in propeller motions behind them. Once everyone was cleared by the four-legged guards Dirk walk to the office door and unlocked it. A sign over it read CHAPMAN CONSTRUCTION - MAIN OFFICE. Everyone stamped their feet and shook the rain off as best they could once they stood on a rubber mat inside the office. The dogs stayed outside to maintain their vigil. 
 
    Dirk closed the door behind them. “I mean just what I said. My dad called me earlier today, giving me an earful about how terrible a son I am and how much he wished I'd never been born and how I've tarnished the proud Chapman name. He's a shitty dad and all, but what he said was extreme, even for him. When I tried to call him back after calming down and all I got was a busy signal. I drove by a convenience store to get an extra sixer to polish my day off with, and there was a fight going on by the pumps – just a whole group of people beating the shit out of some sad son of a bitch – so I said fuck it and left. When I came over the hill to get here I saw a couple of fires in town, but I didn't see a single fire truck, or ambulance, or even a police car. Not one spinning light, anywhere. And here you're calling me asking to meet you at the construction office because you need me to get you something, yet you won't say what over the phone.” Finished with his recounting, Dirk sidled up next to a desk and sat down on the front left corner of it. “So, I ask again, what the fuck is going on?” 
 
    This was the moment Kyle had been dreading. Dirk had every right to ask the question, and he had a right to an honest answer, but would he believe it when they gave it to him? Kyle wasn't sure, and he wouldn't have blame Dirk for not believing it either. Had he not seen things with his own eyes, heard what he'd heard and felt what he'd felt, he would have scoffed at stories about hidden devils and people being transformed by evil. But, if he wanted Dirk to help him, then the truth was the only thing that would do, because what they were going to have to do was so extreme that nothing short of the destruction of what slowly awoke in the mountain would be worth doing it. 
 
    “Dirk,” he said as he sat down on a tattered couch close to the entrance door, “I know what you're about to hear is gonna sound unbelievable, but trust me when I say every bit of it's true. All those things you mentioned, all those strange goings-on? There's a reason why it's happening. And the real bitch of it is that it's about to get worse. A lot worse.” He then looked over at Maya and nodded for her to begin. 
 
    Over the next several minutes Maya talked without interruption. Most of it Kyle knew, and what little he didn't came as no surprise. Taylor had heard some of it before as well, but hearing it all laid out in one long spiel was tough, and she joined Kyle on the couch. Morgana and Dirk, though, knew almost nothing, so Maya's speech hit them the hardest. They alternated between looks of shock, disbelief, wonder, understanding, and fear – mostly disbelief and fear. By the time Maya finished they looked as white as washed bed linens drying in the sun. 
 
    “So...okay.” Dirk shook his head and stared at the ground before he looked up and stared at Kyle. “Okay, let's say I believe all this shit – and fuck me for even thinking it – what do you need from me? It sounds like we should be running out of town like our feet were on fire and our asses were catching.” 
 
    Kyle took a deep breath and calmed his face as much as he was able. If he was going to have a chance in hell of getting Dirk to go along with his plan he needed to seem as reasonable and thought-out as possible. “Well, if Maya's right, then running won't save us. At best we'll get another day of safety, maybe two. After that it's all over no matter where you are. So if we can't run, then our one alternative is to fight back, to stop it.” 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that, Dr. Venkman?” Dirk asked, crossing his arms and leaning back on the desk. 
 
    Keeping his face straight, Kyle replied, “We flood the mine.” 
 
    Dirk stared at him, then glanced out a small window to the rain falling outside, then looked back at him. “I know you didn't do all that well in science class, man, but the rain out there ain't gonna flood anything more than the ditch at the end of my driveway.” 
 
    “I'm not talking about rain,” Kyle said. “I'm talking about the river.” 
 
    “The river?” The right corner of Dirk's mouth twisted up and his eyebrows teetered on his forehead. “Shit, man, even with all the rain we've gotten, the river is too low to crest the bank.” 
 
    Kyle nodded in agreement. “That's true, but what if we blew the dam?” 
 
    “What?” Dirk slipped off the desk and had to catch himself before he plopped onto the floor. “Are you fucking insane?” 
 
    “No.” Kyle forced himself to remain calm and not rise to Dirk's reaction. “I'm just a man without any other options.” 
 
    Dirk snorted and sat back down on the desk, then pushed away and paced the floor in front of it. “You call blowing the dam an option?” 
 
    “The only one we have, man. Like you said, we don't have time for the rain to do it, and there's no other way to get the river high enough to spill over the bank and get to the mine.” 
 
    Dirk spun and pointed a finger at Kyle. “It'll do more than flood the mine, dumbass! It'll flood the entire town! Who knows how many people would die?” 
 
    “The people of Stillwater are already lost,” Maya said. As soon as she opened her mouth Kyle wanted to leap over and shut it because he knew what she was going to say – he'd thought the same thing too – but he knew Dirk wouldn't want to hear that. Not yet anyway. 
 
    “This ain't your town!” Dirk replied. “You don't get to make that call.” 
 
    “Then who does?” Kyle asked, plunging ahead since all the cards were on the table. “You? Me? Neither us is exactly Stillwater's favorite son. But it's not even about that. I've been down in it, I've seen what they've become, what others are becoming right now as we speak. They're monsters, Dirk. It's not their fault, and it's a fucking terrible shame that it happened, but right now we don't have the luxury of beating our chests and crying over the inhumanity of it all. As shitty as it is, we've got worse problems to deal with, and that has to be our primary concern.” He paused for a moment, took a deep breath, and then looked Dirk square in the eyes with all the severity he could muster. “If we don't stop that thing in the mountain from rising, what happens to Stillwater won't mean fuck-all. 
 
    Dirk sighed as he glared at the four people arrayed around him. Kyle knew that if just one of them had come to Dirk with their story, he would have understandably blown them off, maybe even if two had come, figuring he was getting punked. But all four of them had seen the monsters, three of them had been to the mountain. Collectively it had to be hard not to believe them, no matter how hard Dirk wished he could. 
 
    “Shit.” The word cut through Dirk’s teeth in a hiss. “Shit, shit, shit. Alright, so... Fuck, if you want to flood the river, the best way to do it would be to blow the dam's sluice gates. The dam itself is too thick to blow without a couple days of preparation and planning, but the sluice gates are just metal plates. Put explosives on each one, set timers, and boom – instant flood. We've got stuff that'll do the trick out in another building. Which, I guess, is why you called me.” 
 
    Nodding, Kyle got up and grabbed Dirk's shoulders. “Yeah, it is. Trust me, I'd rather have let you get your usual Friday night drunk on, but we're the only ones who can stop this, and we need your help to do it.” 
 
    A sad laugh shot from Dirk's lips. “If I'm your ray of hope, then you must really be buried in shit. I –” 
 
    The dogs, which had been quiet the entire time they'd been talking, suddenly barked up a frenzy, cutting Dirk off. Kyle ran to the nearest window and looked out. He didn't see anything, but something had riled the dogs up because they were running around the fence, barking like crazy. “Dirk, I think the party might be coming our way. You know where the stuff is we need?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dirk jangling his keys again. 
 
    “Good, 'cause we need to get it and go.” Kyle looked at Maya and his sister, and panic was writ large across their faces. “Stay right here and look after each other. This shouldn't take but a minute.” He gave each of them a smile he didn't feel, then turned to Dirk. “Okay, let's do this.” 
 
      
 
    Dirk opened the office door and Kyle followed after him. Rain sputtered down on them, seeped into their clothes. Arrayed around the parking lot were several metal buildings with signs like LUMBER, PLUMBING, and DRYWALL secured over large, roll-up doors. Dirk ignored those and went toward a smaller building bearing a sign with red stripes painted on it and the words RESTRICTED MATERIALS in black. Behind them, the dogs continued to bark and run back and forth along the fenced area.  
 
    Once he reached the restricted building, Dirk unlocked it and rushed inside. Florescent lights sputtered to life overhead. Kyle followed him in but stayed neared the door and kept one eye outside. The louder the dogs barked and the faster they paced the fence, the more the small hairs on the back of his neck stood up. 
 
    “I can't believe I'm fucking doing this.” Dirk unlocked another door, this one leading to a cage made of thick metal wire mesh. “Dad would throw a shit fit if he knew what we were up to.” 
 
    “I imagine he has other things going on right now,” Kyle replied. 
 
    Dirk was out of Kyle's line of sight, Kyle could hear him opening lockers. “Yeah, I guess so. He... Do you think the same thing's happening to your folks?” 
 
    “I know it is.” Kyle felt numbness pass over him at the thought of his parents. As much as he'd hated his dad and was disappointed in his mother, he'd never wished them ill. They were as their parents had raised them, and to their credit they'd managed to raise a couple of good kids. To see them undone, to know his parents were for all intents and purposes dead, it chilled him. Without knowing it he'd forced himself not to think about it, but Dirk's words pressed the issue. “The last time I saw my mom she was raving like a... psycho or something, and my dad...his eyes were black. Not like he'd been punched, but no whites, no irises, no pupils. They were shiny lumps of coal in his face. I don't even want to think what they’re like now.” 
 
    “Black eyes, huh?” Dirk snapped something closed in the cage. “Yeah, I think I saw something like that with my mom this morning. I stopped by the house to drop off my dirty clothes, and she tore into me like I'd taken a shit on her dining room table. When I left she just stood in the doorway, glaring at me. When I looked back to tell her I loved her, it was like her eyes were gone. I thought it was shadows at the time, but now...maybe not.” 
 
    Dirk grunted, then came out of the cage carrying two large metal boxes. He set them down with a thud, closed the cage, and then locked it. Kyle smirked, not seeing the point. If they succeeded, this place would soon be underwater. If they didn't, everyone would be dead.  
 
    “Need any help with those?” Kyle asked as Dirk turned back and lifted the cases. 
 
    Shaking his head, Dirk said, “They're not heavy. You ever mess with explosives in the Army?” 
 
    “No. Boxes of uniforms and field gear were more my area of expertise.” 
 
    “As clumsy as you were as a kid,” Dirk said with a smile, “that's probably a good thing. Eh, then again you could take this case of C4 and drop it off a cliff, and it wouldn't do a damn thing but splat. Hell, you could even throw it in your fireplace and use it as kindling. For it to go boom, you need this.” He shook the case in his left hand.  
 
    “What are we bringing? Blasting caps or detonator cord?” 
 
    Dirk raised his right eyebrow. “Oh, so you know just enough to be dangerous. Wonderful. Since speed is of the essence we're bringing timed blasting caps. They're easier to set than an alarm clock, and they slide right into the explosive like a hotdog in a bun.” 
 
    Kyle started to smile, but the dogs launched into a fresh round of barking, which then turned into howls. He jerked around and stared out the open door. A pack of gray-skinned monsters crossed into the parking lot entrance, howling just as loudly. Claws and fangs flashed in the night. 
 
    “Oh my fucking god,” Dirk whispered over his shoulder. “You weren't lying. Sweet Jesus, you weren't lying. I'd hoped y—” 
 
    “Come on,” Kyle said. “We gotta go.” 
 
    Kyle ran from the supply building and dashed to the office. The door opened as he approached, Maya's hand holding onto the doorknob like it was the only thing keeping her from flying off into the dark. Taylor and Morgana stared out the window, their already pale faces almost bloodless. 
 
    “There's so many of them.” Maya’s lips barely moved as she spoke.. 
 
    He saw her fear, knew it was inside him too, but his training refused to let him give into it. “A dozen or a hundred, we still gotta go. Get ready to run to the Honda.” He pulled the Smith & Wesson from the back of his jeans and looked over at his sister. “You two ready?” 
 
    Taylor nodded, then pointed out the window. “What is Dirk doing?” 
 
    Kyle glanced behind him and saw his friend run toward the fence gate. As soon as he reached it he lifted the latch and swung it open. The dogs, already in a barking frenzy, surged through the opening and ran toward the approaching monsters. Kyle winced, knowing what lay in store for the animals, but hoping at the same time they'd give him and the people with him an extra few seconds. 
 
    “Come on!” Dirk yelled as he picked up the metal cases. “Move your asses!” 
 
    “You heard the man.” Kyle stepped out of the doorway. “Go!” 
 
    Maya moved to the other side of the door, and between them Morgana and Taylor dashed for the Honda's back doors. Maya stepped close to Kyle, touched his face, then gave him a quick kiss before following after them. Kyle didn't care to close the door as he stepped into her wake. 
 
    Moving like an avalanche of fur, the four German Shepherds tore across the parking lot and leapt at the creatures. Kyle counted ten of them as he neared the Honda's driver's side door, though that was only a guess. The creatures stumbled back a step when the dogs crashed into them. They barked and growled as their teeth and claws sank into graying flesh. Blood spurted into the air, driving the dogs further into a frenzy, but soon the growls became yelps of pain, and the monsters surged forward again. Kyle winced as the dogs cried out, the sound of it eerily like screams. 
 
    “You better use that thing if you want to get out of here!” Dirk said, his eyes flicking at Kyle's gun. He then reached into his truck and pulled the Mossberg shotgun they’d once slaughtered countless bottles and cans with from the rack mounted on the rear window. 
 
    With the dogs now nothing more than meat staining the parking lot, the pack of creatures split in two. One group headed toward the Honda, and the other toward the truck. Kyle gauged how rapidly they approached, then calculated how fast he could get in the Honda, engage the transmission, and flee. Math wasn't his best subject, but it wasn't hard to put two and two together and get four dead people. The creatures would be on them and pounding at the Honda's windows before he got the car into reverse, and he didn't think it could take much of a pounding. His only real option was to fight.  
 
    A loud boom to his right told him Dirk was way ahead of him. The shotgun sounded like a cannon as it sent buckshot into the half dozen or so creatures headed toward him. One fell to its knees, a spray of bloody holes turning its upper body into a gory mess, but the others around it didn't miss a step. He pumped the shotgun and fired again, this time hitting several at once, but they didn't flinch, and it only slowed them for a second. 
 
    Kyle raised his .40 cal and took careful aim. One squeeze later and a creature fell, blood spurting from a ragged hole above its black right eye. Kyle gave a quick, silent word of thanks to his drill instructors, then lined up his sights and shot again. The second bullet hit a creature in the throat. He didn't know if he killed it, but it dropped to the ground and flopped around like a fish pulled out of the river to drown in fresh air, and that was good enough. Dead was good, but down and out was a close second. His third shot either missed or didn't hit anything vital because none of the creatures reacted, but the shot after that hit the leading creature in the chest, spinning it around and dropping it. 
 
    A flash of light in the far periphery of Kyle's vision drew his attention, and with a quick look he saw Dirk step away from his truck and back toward the office. His shotgun boomed, sending a creature flying to the ground on its back. He pumped, shot, pumped, and shot again, turning another creature into ground chuck. “Running out of ammo!” He took another backward step. “Got more in the off—” 
 
    Dirk flinched and stopped in mid sentence, then looked down. Kyle followed his gaze. A blunt, dark object stuck out from Dirk’s chest. When it opened, Kyle recognized it for what it was – a fist. Dirk coughed. Blood jetted from his mouth in a thick stream that splashed on the ground. The fist disappeared, and Dirk fell. Behind him stood a nightmare vision of a man, the broken lips of its twisted face turned up in a grin that made Kyle's stomach flop in his abdomen. 
 
    Part of Kyle's mind reeled at the sight of his dead friend, but he shut those thoughts down and brought his pistol up. As the gun rose, the nightmare grew larger. A flapping sound hit the air as wind buffeted Kyle's face. He scarcely had time to register what happened before the dark monster lifted into the air and flew at him. Kyle dove to the right to avoid being driven into the Honda and fired two shots. The nightmare didn't flinch or stop, and a heartbeat later it hit the car right where Kyle had been standing. It flipped over the hood to disappear over the other side. The Honda rocked on its wheels, and the women inside it screamed. 
 
    Dread coiled in Kyle's chest as Taylor and Morgana scrambled to exit the Honda's back door on the near side, terror lighting up their eyes like stadium lights. Maya, though, was in the front passenger seat, and the dented metal of where the shadow had hit the car held the door shut, so she had to scramble across the gearshift and driver's seat to get out. Her feet just hit the ground as the nightmare appeared behind her.  
 
    Kyle opened his mouth to yell out a warning, but he was too late. Maya screamed in a high, keening sound as the monster lowered its head next to hers and sank its teeth into the flesh of her neck and shoulder. Kyle's instinct told him to shoot, but with Maya in the way he couldn't risk it, so he ran around the car to try and wrestle her away. He circled the rear of the car, but a gust of wind slapped against him, pushing him back and driving stinging rain into this face. He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he reopened them, the nightmare was ten feet in the air, Maya in its arms, and great bat-like wings holding them aloft. 
 
    “Oh yes!” The winged nightmare’s voice felt like nails pounding into his ears. “The ancient blood. She will hasten the raise of my dark lord, her blood the spark that will light the world on fire. Now let the darkness come!” 
 
    Though he hated hearing the monster speak, he thought he recognized the voice. When he looked up at Maya's terrified face as she struggled to get away from the arms that held her, he knew from where – it was the voice Maya had spoken with in the car, the voice of the spirit that had taken her over. Now here it was, in the flesh, taking her body yet again.  
 
    “Kyle!” she shouted, reaching out for him. “Help me!” 
 
    Kyle brought his pistol up and aimed down its sight, but the jerking motion of the wings made an accurate shot impossible. “I can't!” 
 
    Maya bit down on the arm holding her, and she dropped as it jerked away. Kyle ran forward to catch her. Before she fell more than two feet, the shadow grabbed her again, and the wings beat fiercely to lift them away. Within seconds they were lost in the dark sky, Maya's fading screams all that remained. 
 
    “Kyle, they're still coming!” Taylor shouted as she grabbed his arm, jerking him back to what was happening around him.  
 
    With the nightmare monster gone, the gray monsters shambled forward again, their feet tearing through the gravel of the parking lot. They were so close there wasn't enough time to get Taylor and Morgana back in the dented Honda. Kyle dashed for Dirk's dropped shotgun, picked it up, and turned to Taylor. 
 
    “You remember how to use one of these things?” he asked, handing her the pistol. 
 
    Her eyes were as large as the moon as she looked at it and then at the monsters now just a few yards away. She nodded, her face bloodless.  
 
    “Then use it!” he said, shoving it into her hands. 
 
    Taylor took the gun, gulped, and started firing. He stood next to her, their shoulders nearly touching as they created a wall of ammunition and sound. Gray creatures that had once been people jerked and sputtered, brackish liquid seeping and spurting as they fell one by one. The monsters drew close, Kyle and Taylor stepped back, Morgana already in the office doorway behind them. The shotgun boomed and the pistol barked, over and over again. Pallid flesh exploded away from bones and muscles to splatter on gravel. Growls boiled the air.  
 
    A claw lashed out and ripped through Kyle’s shirt, scratching his chest. He shoved the shotgun in the creature’s mouth. Chunks blew out of the monster’s head when he squeezed the trigger and emptied its skull.  
 
    “Kyle!” Taylor screamed as two monsters lunged forward.  
 
    He kicked the one nearest him and drove it to the ground. The thing at the end of his boot thrashed and grabbed at his leg, then took his foot and gnashed on it. The steel toe covering saved him from losing his toes. He mashed down, pressing its skull into the gravel, and gave his boot a vicious twist. The creature’s head split in half, spilling blood and broken fangs. 
 
    Next to him, the other monster grabbed his sister and pulled her down as it leaned in to eat her face. As she fell her arms bent, and the gun in her hands pressed against the creature’s ashen chin. When her knees hit the ground, the shock of it made her entire body twitch, and a bullet blasted through the monster’s head. Bits of brain and skull rained down around her. Blood splattered her face. 
 
    Kyle barely had time to be thankful she was still alive before more creatures pressed in on them. He stepped close to her and helped her up with one arm while swinging the shotgun around with the other. They fired again once they were standing side by side, but dry, metallic clicks soon replaced the sound of gunfire. By the grace of a God Kyle was begrudging to believe in, only one monster still stood. Feeling his heart pound in his chest like a wild animal, Kyle ran forward and kicked it to the ground, then smashed the butt of the shotgun into its head like a lumberjack trying to chop a tree down. His arms heaved up and down, up and down, and in the back of his mind he heard himself bellowing in rage and fear as he turned the gray creature's head into mush. He didn't stop until Taylor's cool hands grabbed his arm and pulled him away. 
 
    “Kyle, stop it!” she yelled, tears streaming from her eyes. “It's dead already! Stop it!” 
 
    Kyle's lungs ached as he gulped in air, but then his throat burned when vomit flew from his mouth to spatter the dead creature at his feet. His knees trembled, threatening to drop him to the ground, but he locked his legs and forced himself to stay upright. If he fell he wasn't sure he'd be able to get back up again. 
 
    “We gotta go.” Taylor’s voice was high pitched and pleading. 
 
    She was right, but he didn't know where they should go to. Without Maya and Dirk, their plan lay in ruins. Nowhere was safe, not in the whole wide world. What was happening in Stillwater was just the beginning. Once the ancient evil in the mine rose, all of them were dead. But, as he thought of the mine, he knew what he had to do. Shutting down his mind, he walked over to Dirk's body, bent over it, and patted his dead friend's pockets. When he felt metal, he reached in and withdrew a ring of keys. Finding the one with a FORD logo on it, he removed it from the ring and held it out to his sister. 
 
    “Taylor, I need you to go with your girlfriend to the cabin where the rest of your friends are at,” he said. “Go there and hunker down until I come to get you okay? It should be safe enough.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, shaking her head. “We're getting out of here. All of us. Together.” 
 
    “I can't. Not yet.” 
 
    Taylor's facial muscles flexed as she clenched her jaw. “Why not? There's nothing we can—” 
 
    “There is,” he said, cutting her off. He took her shoulders in his hands and stared into her eyes. “We could run all the way to other side of the world and it wouldn't matter. Think about it for a second, and you'll know I'm right. Either we do something to try and stop this, or we wait to die. I still have a chance to stop all this, but I can't do it and keep you safe at the same time. So go, take Morgana, and wait with your friends. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Taylor shook her head and glared at him, but he just looked at her. After a few seconds she cried and threw her arms around him. 
 
    “I never thought you'd leave me twice.” Her tone was soft, but her words still cut deep. 
 
    “Last time I left for myself,” he whispered into her ear. “This time it's for you. Now go. As soon as I'm done, I'll come get you, and then we'll put this town behind us once and for all. Okay?” 
 
    Taylor nodded and stepped back. “Okay.” 
 
    Kyle leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Good. I love you, Piglet.” 
 
    “I love you back, big brother,” she replied, tears still streaming down her face. 
 
    They hugged once more, and then Taylor waved Morgana over as she walked to Dirk's truck. Kyle watched both girls get in, not moving a muscle until the taillights vanished in the distance. Now with nothing with silence and the stench of carnage around him, he went into the office and opened desk drawers. In the lower right one he found a box of 12-gauge shotgun shells and took as many as his pockets would hold. He then walked back outside to the two crates holding the explosives and detonators. They were lighter than he'd expected as he carried them to the Honda and put them in the trunk. He took one last look at his dead friend. “I'm sorry, man, I really am,” then got in the car and started the engine. As he pulled out of the parking lot he turned the wheel to the right and crossed onto the road that would take him to the dam. He just had one stop to make on the way there.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The ventilation tunnel for the mine opened like a wound on the side of the mountain. When Kyle and Maya had been there earlier in the day, with the rainclouds backlit by the sun and the true nature of what was happening still unknown, it hadn't seemed that ominous. It was just a hole dug into the rock. But now, in the dark, alone, knowing what waited at the heart of the mountain, the vent opening had a dreadful feel to it, and it took every ounce of his strength and courage to cross into the mine. 
 
    The darkness inside the mountain was absolute. He felt it on his skin, like wool stretched across his face and limbs. Before he could stumble into a wall and break his nose, he stopped, set Dirk's shotgun down, and lifted the night vision goggles he'd taken from Maya's car over his head. Once they were in place and powered on, the mine went from twilight to dusk. The roughly hewn stone of the tunnel and the pipes that ran along the floor were vague greenish shadows within shadows, but half blind was better than no sight at all. Now able to at least keep from smashing into the rock, he picked up the shotgun, ducked his head, and scuttled forward. 
 
    The chug of distant pumps echoed through the tunnel like monstrous mechanical hearts, their competing rhythms beating the air mercilessly. With every second and every gallon, the world came closer to ending. The beat of the pumps drove Kyle forward, urging him deeper into the darkness. 
 
    After a minute of scuttling he came to the chamber Taylor and her friends had been held in. The dead miner lay in the middle of it, his face smashed and his gray mouth open in a Jack-O-Lantern grin of broken, jagged teeth. His sightless black eyes stared up at the shale roof above him in unblinking wonder. Dried blood crusted his chin, cheeks, and the crumpled hunk of flesh that had once been a nose. Kyle shivered at how close he'd come to being the one dead on the dusty floor, and then turned to trudge further into the mountain. 
 
    As each foot fell, the chugging of the pumps grew closer and louder. His back ached from bending over for so long, but he grit his teeth and tried to ignore it. Maya was somewhere ahead, and God only knew what danger or pain she was in, so he picked up his pace. Soon the air vibrated from the nearby power of the pumps, the sound of their gas engines hammering against his eardrums as the tunnels carried their unceasing clamor like the horn on an old phonograph right to his head. Half a minute later the tunnel ended, and the darkness beyond it was as deep and wide as outer space. Things moved in it, though, shuffled in the dark, and he stopped before he stumbled amongst them. 
 
    To the far right and about ten yards out were the pumps, and several small lights blinked on their control panels like stars. The hoses leading from one end of each were clamped onto pipes running past his feet, while the hoses from the other end led to a wide opening in the rock to their right, the cave's mouth rough and uneven, as though it had been clawed into the rock. A glow emanated from inside the opening, the light wavering as though reflected off water. Something about it made his heart skip a beat, so he averted his eyes to look elsewhere, but he knew that eerily lit cave was where he needed to go. That was where the water came from, where the ancient evil slept, and if the winged monster was to be believed, it was the most likely place he'd have taken Maya. 
 
    Bodies littered the dark stone floor outside the cave and out past the pumps like trash that had been tossed aside and forgotten about. Some looked like normal people, and some were twisted, distorted shells of who they used to be, but all were bloody and savaged in some way, and all gazed out at the world with midnight eyes. A shiver ran up Kyle's back like a frightened cat.  
 
    A large machine sat to the left. Kyle had never seen one in person, but he’d heard of them – a continuous miner. Its massive tungsten-tooth covered front end sat still and quiet. The rock floor around it was washed clean by the water it had released when it breached the cavern on the right and flooded the tunnel. Those the water hadn't killed, it had changed. Kyle didn't know if the miner still worked, but on the floor to its left sat a man with its controls in his hands, his gnarled fingers flicking the switches like a child with a toy too advanced for him. The man's face was twisted, his shoulders far too hunched forward to be healthy, and drool hung in thick ropes from his fat, gray lips.  
 
    Beyond the miner and the cavern opening lay a long, wide tunnel that led into the rest of the mine. Kyle couldn't tell how deep it went, but what little he could see looked exactly like the mines he'd been in before as a kid. Tunnels crisscrossed the one leading away from him at regular intervals. Several miners moved about in the dark, most of them alone and shuffling around in small circles on twisted legs, their gray heads cocked like they were listening to music he couldn't hear, but they didn't have ears to hear with, just nubs of flesh. Others stood in small, fidgety groups, their bodies stooped as they leaned toward each other talking. Occasionally one of them would look his direction, but their eyes never lingered, and they never gave a sign that they saw him. Their bodies were too misshapen and covered in coal dust to recognize any of them. 
 
    Knowing he had to move, and quickly, Kyle checked the miners nearest him to make sure none were looking his way, then duck-ran to the lit cavern opening. His stomach tightened with every step, and nausea drove bile into his throat in a burning trail of sickness, but he kept going. Within seconds he crossed through the opening. The light from the cavern was too bright for the goggles, so he shifted them up to his forehead and blinked to clear the spots that suddenly filled his eyes. After a moment his vision cleared, and he found himself in a short cave. It was taller than the mine tunnels, but much more narrow. It ran for about twenty feet from the opening before ending at a cliff edge. Maya stood barely a foot from the dropoff, a monstrous beast of a man at her side. Their backs were to him as they gazed down at whatever wretchedness sat in the cavern below. 
 
    Kyle tightened his grip on the shotgun and took a cautious step. As his eyes continued to adjust he saw the winged beast held Maya by the back of her neck. She hung angled out over the cavern with her arms hanging down and blood dripping from her fingers in a steady drop-drop-drop that matched the beating of his heart. The pumps were loud behind him, but as he neared the end of the tunnel he heard the beast speaking, the massive wings on his back twitching as he spoke. 
 
    “You should feel honored.” The beast’s voice rumbled like an avalanche. “You have the blood of the ancients in you, and now that blood will hasten their return. You will be the mother of a new dark age. Isn't that wonderful?” 
 
    Maya's head twitched and her arms shook for a moment, but beyond that Kyle didn't see her respond. The beast pulled her toward him and leaned in, his misshapen head so close he could have kissed her cheek. After a moment he chuckled with the sound of ice breaking and held her back over the abyss. 
 
    “You have fire in you, I'll give you that.” 
 
    Kyle crept forward, treading as lightly as he could. The beast shook Maya as if trying to shake loose the last drops of water from a bottle, his eyes locked on the cavern and the monster within it. When Kyle was within a few feet of them and still hadn't been discovered, he breathed a silent thanks to whatever was looking out for him.  
 
    That was when a voice behind him said, “You shouldn't have come back, boy.” 
 
    Several things happened in very short order. 
 
    Kyle turned and found his father standing in the opening. He looked worse than before, like a corpse left to bloat and wrinkle in a river, his flesh gray and shriveled. His eyes were black pits, yet somehow still disapproving. When he stepped into the cave he raised his clawed hands and growled low in his throat. 
 
    Maya yelped, catching Kyle's attention and dragging him back around. The beast, now alerted to his presence, glared down at him. He'd seemed so monstrous before in the construction company's parking lot, but he seemed even bigger now, a foot taller than Kyle and twice as massive. Maya looked like a toy in his hand as she hung over the cave floor, her blood turning the dirt on the ground to mud. The beast's eyes were wide empty pits, and his cracked lips pulled back in a sneer that turned Kyle's insides to water. 
 
    Moving without thinking, Kyle reached out with his left hand, grabbed Maya by her shirt, and pulled her toward him. The beast's hand didn't loosen from her neck, and she barely moved halfway between them before he yanked her back. His snarling lips opened, but whatever words he'd been about to utter were lost when Kyle lifted the shotgun in his right hand, jammed it in the beast's face, and pulled the trigger. The boom resounded in the tight space of the cave, but the buckshot that exploded from the barrel was far worse, and the beast's grip on Maya went slack as he flew backward into the cavern, brackish liquid spraying into the air in a rancid mist. Kyle lunged forward and grabbed her again before she could follow the beast's screams into the cavern's depths. 
 
    “No!” a voice cried out, reminding Kyle that he was far from alone. 
 
    Turning as quickly as he could with a half conscious woman in his arms, Kyle turned halfway around when clammy hands curled around his throat and tightened. Reacting on nothing but instinct he threw his free hand out and bashed what had once been his father across the head with the shotgun. His father staggered backward, his claws cutting Kyle's neck as his grip loosened and pulled away. Kyle hissed at the sudden burning pain at his throat. 
 
    “Fight all ya want, son.” Blood oozed like oil from a gash on his father’s gray cheek. “You’re all still gonna die.” 
 
    “Don't call me son,” Kyle replied, pumping the shotgun. A spent shell casing flew from the weapon and bounced off the cave wall. 
 
    His dad laughed and humor danced in the inky depths of his eyes. “Sorry to tell ya, son, but there ain't shit you can do about what's comin'. Not a goddam thing. You're useless, as always. Your momma should have aborted you like I told her to.” 
 
    Kyle winced. He hadn't thought his father capable of still hurting him, but the depths of the man's vileness were beyond measure. The twisted monstrosity standing before him was the full expression of the darkness that had been inside him, the truth revealed. Perhaps that's what the cavern's poisoned water actually did. It didn't sow evil so much as it exposed that which was already there. Looking into the twisted face of his father, gray skin and black blood and bottomless eyes, he knew whatever goodness the man once had was long gone. 
 
    “I hate you.” Kyle raised his shotgun and pulled Maya close. 
 
    His father snarled, but before he could do or say anything, a loud roar erupted from the cavern's depths, and the mountain shook like a fault line under it was finally giving way. His father screamed and clutched his head. Maya moaned and trembled against him. Kyle tried to keep one eye on her, one on his father, and one on the cavern behind him, but he couldn't watch all three at once. A second later the choice was made for him. 
 
    “Arrgh!” his father bellowed as he let go of his head and ran at Kyle.  
 
    For a moment all Kyle saw were claws and sharp teeth, but as he leveled the shotgun and aimed it, he couldn't help but see the father Gus Mason had been once upon a time. What rushed at him in the cave with hands stretched out for murder wasn't his father though, so when he pulled the trigger it was with little regret. What remained of his dad hit the cave wall, then slumped to the ground, his chest now a mess of ruptured organs and bone splinters. He didn't move again. 
 
    In his arm Maya began to shake, and a loud moan escaped her lips. Kyle looked down to find her head turned behind them and her eyes wide. His stomach sank as he turned, fearing what new terror came. A massive black hand reached over the cliff's edge, its claws digging furrows in the rock, and a second later another hand joined it. A shadow rose up, which turned into wings that spread and flapped in a savage motion. When the beast sprang up and landed on the cliff, it looked even more terrible than before with its face pitted in deep scars. Buckshot glittered in some of the wounds. The beast was hurt, but alive. 
 
    “I will eat your soul, boy.” The gigantic black creature ducked its shoulders and rumbled toward them. The darkness of its eyes hid none of its rage, and the fangs filling its mouth glistened in the light like knives. Each step sent a tremor through the floor. 
 
    Before Kyle’s terror could steal all his faculties he pumped the shotgun and sent another round of buckshot at the beast before tightening his grip on Maya and dragging her with him the opposite direction. If the cave had been bigger they wouldn't have stood a chance, but the beast was too large to get a full head of steam going. Slowed as he might have been, he was relentless, and he didn't let the buckshot impede him one bit. Kyle knew deep in his quivering gut that nothing would stop the beast from tearing him apart. Not distance, not time, and apparently not even a shotgun blast to the face.  
 
    He noticed a large chunk of shale on the roof. As he ran past it he raised his shotgun behind him and shot it. An avalanche of stone rumbled down, blocking off the cavern. He doubted it would stop the beast, but it would at least slow him down. 
 
    Once out of the cave and back into the mine, one glance was all it took to know they'd gone from the frying pan to the fire. Gray shapes loomed out of the darkness, their growls adding to the din of the pumps to create a cacophony of noise that shook Kyle's eardrums and made his insides quiver. Hands, claws, and gnashing teeth came at him from the dark in every direction, and as they came Maya grew heavier and heavier on his arm.  
 
    Knowing little else to do, Kyle looked for the nearest wall and carried Maya over to it. He lowered the goggles back over his eyes. Gray claws came at him from the right. The shotgun fired, filling the mine with a brief flash of light and a rolling roar. In the sudden bloom of light he saw a monster right behind the one he'd just shot, so he pumped the shotgun and fired again. Hands reached for him from the left, he fired. Growls and a foul stench came at him from directly ahead. He fired again, the strobe light effect of the shotgun and sound turning the mine into a hellish nightclub. His hands tired as they aimed, fired, and pumped, over and over again, reloading from his pockets after every sixth shot. Gunpowder filled the air and his ears rang.  
 
    When his pockets finally came up empty he turned the shotgun around and swung it like a bat. The hot metal barrel burned his hands, but he didn’t let go. His arms ached as he bashed in one gray skull after another. When the stock broke off he curled his left hand into a fist and prepared himself to fight hand to hand.  
 
    But there wasn't anything to hit.  
 
    For the first time in what felt like forever he found himself alone in the dark save for Maya, who sat on the ground. 
 
    “Maya,” he said as he stooped down next to her. “Maya, wake up!” 
 
    She stirred and looked up at him, her face pale and her eyes unfocused. “Wake up?” she asked, her lips barely moving and her voice nearly drowned out by the pumps. “Was I asleep? Was I dreaming?” 
 
    “I wish. Now come on, get up. We need to go.” 
 
    Maya groaned and pushed herself up, but as soon as she reached her knees she hissed and jerked away from him. A bloody scar tore across her wrists, the skin puckered and pulled back. Blood trickled from the wounds. She needed serious medical attention, but he didn't have an ambulance in his back pocket, so instead he took off his outer shirt, tore several long strips from it, and tied them clean side down tightly around her wounds. It wasn't much, but it was all he had, and it would stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Ow, that hurts,” she said in a childlike voice as she picked at the impromptu bandages.  
 
    Kyle smacked her hands away. “I know, but it's better than bleeding to death. Now we—” 
 
    Rocks exploded from the tunnel leading to the cavern, and a loud roar chased the tumbling stones. Kyle grabbed Maya and pulled her to her feet as, at long last, the beast emerged from the cave and looked around, his ruined face swiveling from side to side like an automated turret seeking a target. It only took a moment for it to find them. 
 
    With the beast between them and the way out, Kyle looked around for something – anything –he could do. Even with the night vision goggles he didn't trust that he could find their way out of the mine before the beast ran them down, so fleeing wasn't an option. His shotgun was broken and useless. After a quick glance around all he could see was the continuous miner, its front and rear lights pitifully small against the dark of the mine. Even unpowered it was a formidable object, weighing several tons easily, and if nothing else he could try and keep it between them while he thought of something. He pulled Maya close and ran with her to it just as the beast roared and took off after them. 
 
    The miner was even bigger up close, like someone had taken a bus and squashed it, then put a gigantic barrel covered in metal fangs larger than his fingers on the front. The tungsten-carbide teeth were coated in coal dust, dulling their shine but losing none of their wicked promise, and as Kyle and Maya hobbled their way between the miner's front end and the rock wall it sat parked in front of, he made sure to stay as far from those mountain eating choppers as he could, though there wasn't much room to work with.  
 
    Maya screamed, and Kyle turned to find the beast reaching the miner and following them around its front, powerful gray arms outstretched to grab her before they could get clear. Kyle yanked Maya close, and a second later they were on the other side of the miner. 
 
    Like an enraged bull, the beast roared and lunged toward them. He was too big to easily squeeze between the miner's drumhead and the wall, so metal teeth dug into his flesh, infuriating him even more. His massive black arms rose up, and then he slammed his fists on the drumhead. To Kyle's dreadful shock, the machine actually shook. The beast hit it again, and then again, all the while roaring loud enough to overwhelm the pumps, and the continuous miner trembled with each blow. But, the miner's treads didn't move, and the more the beast thrashed, the more it wedged itself in. 
 
    Seeing faint hope, Kyle pulled Maya around the far side of the miner, his eyes locked on the pipes that led out of mine and back to Maya's car. As they stepped past a gray body sprawled on the dirty floor with dark chunks of brain slowing sliding out of its shattered head, Maya stumbled, just avoiding falling on the body. Adrenaline coursing through his body, Kyle caught her with a lightning fast grab, then looked for what tripped her. The continuous miner's control panel lay on the ground behind her feet. Kyle's heart rate increased as his gaze flicked to the beast, its black skin bulging as it tried to muscle its way from the machine's vicious front end. 
 
    “Hold on.” Kyle stooped over. The controller was heavier than it looked, and there were a dizzying amount of buttons and switches on it, but after a few seconds he spotted a large red button with the word STARTER written above it on tape peeling at both ends. He didn't have a religious bone in his body, but he uttered a quick prayer, crossed his heart, and then put his finger against the button. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Heat rushed through Kyle's body when the miner rumbled to life and bright lights lit up to push the darkness back. The beast's roars, which were already loud enough to shake the mountain, somehow became even louder, and its thrashing reached a fever pitch. When the miner's treads jittered, Kyle didn't know if it was the transmission warming up, or if the beast was actually shifting the several ton hunk of metal. Either way, precious seconds were slipping away, so he looked down at the controls and searched for any button or toggle that might be useful. When his eyes hit on a switch labeled DRUM CONTROL across the top and the words ON and OFF etched next to it, he immediately flicked it to ON. The sounds that followed were the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    The miner's drumhead spun to life with a thick, mechanical chugging noise, and the metal prongs arrayed across it became a blur of motion. The beast's bellowing turned to shrieks. Suddenly pain lanced through Kyle’s skull, and Maya screamed. The monster lashed out, pressed against the miner to push it away. The pain in Kyle’s head increased. Chunks of dark flesh and sprays of blood jetted into the air as the beast thrashed. To Kyle's horror, though, the beast was almost free.  
 
    Kyle wasn't about to let his one chance at victory slip away, however. Two small joysticks sat on the edges of the controller – the one on the right labeled DRUM HEIGHT and the other labeled STEERING. Hoping the many hours he'd spent playing his Xbox hadn't been in vain, he pressed up on the left stick. The miner's treads kicked to life and rolled the machine forward.  
 
    The nightmare creature roared, sending fresh pain into Kyle’s head. He kept his left thumb pressed against the control stick. The drumhead rolled, its teeth now slick with blood, and bits of dark flesh flung into the air. The treads churned against the ground, pushing against the beast who somehow still fought. Sweat broke out on Kyle's forehead at the thought that not even the miner could stop the beast from killing them. But, after a few seconds, the miner moved forward an inch, then a foot, then a yard. The beast's howling turned into a sloshing gargle, and then Kyle could no longer see it over the spinning drumhead. A few heartbeats more and the miner hit the wall and dug into mountain rock. The air soon became thick with dust. A second later the pain in his head disappeared. 
 
    A dark hand reach up and touched Kyle's arm. He jerked in surprise and dropped the controller, but when Maya's pale face appeared next to him he gulped and tried to slow his rampaging heart. 
 
    “I think it's dead,” she said over the sound of the miner. “We need to go.” 
 
    Kyle looked at her and then at the continuous miner as it sat in place and churned at the air. Nothing else moved. “Yeah. Let's go before shit goes from bad to worse.” 
 
    Taking her hand, he guided her toward the tunnel leading out. At every turn he expected gray hands to reach for his neck, and every puff of wind that touched his throat felt like the breath of some creature as it bore down on him, but after several minutes of scuttling they eventually made it out of the mine and into fresh air. Never in his life had he ever felt so thankful to be standing in the rain. 
 
    After taking a moment to enjoy the cool drops against his skin, Kyle took Maya's hand and started toward the parked car, but he barely took a step before he was stopped. Maya didn't move with him. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, “we gotta go. The end is nigh, remember?” 
 
    Maya nodded, but she didn't move her feet. “I remember. Better than anyone.” 
 
    “Then let's go.” He put as much urgency as he could in his words, but her feet stayed planted. He wanted to grab her and shake her, wanted to slap her and throw her over his shoulder, but the look in her eyes wasn't obstinacy. It was acceptance. 
 
    “That thing,” she said, “ in the cavern, it... My blood worked. It's about to wake up. I can feel it like snakes in my head. Whatever power you thought you felt before, it's nothing compared to what's coming. You won't make it to the dam before it's fully awake and tearing the mountain down. When that happens nothing else will matter. It'll be over for all of us. But...I think I can slow it down. If I stay here and concentrate, I think I can get into its mind and keep it suppressed long enough for you to do what you need to do.” 
 
    Kyle didn't know what to say or think of her statement. Until recently his life had been – while not exactly a rose garden – at least normal. Now suddenly he had dark gods and flying monsters and psychic battles to deal with, and he didn't know where to even begin trying to process it. But the explosives were solid. The dam was solid. Those things he understood. Slumbering ancient evil and telepathic fighting? He didn’t know shit about those. One thing he knew for sure was that Maya was a woman with her mind made up, and he wasn't about to step in front of that train. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “If I knew how to argue with you or thought it would actually make a difference, I would. But please, get a little higher before you settle down. When that dam breaks this place is going to get really wet really fast, and I don't know how high it'll get. Go up a bit, and when you think you've gone high enough, go a little higher. I'll come find you as quick as I can afterward. Okay?” 
 
    Maya nodded, then leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Thanks.” 
 
    Figuring they'd both earned more than that, he cupped her cheeks in his hand and drew her in for a proper kiss. Her lips were cool, but they warmed as he pressed against them, and her tongue felt hot as it slipped into his mouth and slid against his own. He breathed her in as deeply as he could, surprised at how she could still smell like cinnamon and oranges despite everything they’d been through. She pressed against him, curled her fingers through his hair, and returned his kiss with passion. When they finally parted, the rain seemed to fall a bit more gently. 
 
    “Gotta go,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Be safe.” 
 
    “You be even safer.” 
 
    Kyle smiled, intending to do just that, then gave her a final quick kiss before turning to leave. The warmth of her against his lips gave him the strength he needed to do what came next.  
 
      
 
    Green light filtered through dust in wavering beams, crossing breezes shifted the coal soot one way and then another, and the only sound was the miner as its engine rumbled like a giant cat purring in the night. But, as the dust settled, a bloody hand as black as the heart of the mountain burst through rubble and pressed against the ground. Soon a battered and bleeding body dragged itself free. Once out, the great black body lay still, its chest heaving as air wheezed in and out. Gaping wounds laid the body open and blood seeped to the floor, but as the seconds ticked past and more dust settled, the wounds stitched themselves closed. Eventually the beast rolled over and pushed itself to its knees. More wounds healed, and as they did the beast's heart beat faster and stronger. Within moments wings unfurled and shook the air in a mighty flap, swirling more dust into the air behind it.  
 
    Dark eyes looked forward, the gloom of the mine laid bare, and far in the distance it saw the opening that led out to the mine's parking lot. With a grunt Ash lowered his head and ran. His fight wasn't over, and he was going to make damn sure the world's long night was just getting started. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Maya’s muscles and bones ached with every step up the mountain, her parched throat burned, and spasms gripped her empty stomach. She couldn't do anything about most of her problems, but she tried to slack her thirst by tilting her head back and swallowing the rain that fell into her mouth. It wasn't as good as the cold glasses of sweet tea she used to enjoy on her grandmother Mozelle's back porch, but every drop helped. 
 
    As Maya passed between a pair of trees her feet slipped on the wet grass. She reached out and grabbed the tree to her left to stop her fall. The rough bark bit into her hands and tore the skin of her palms, but that was nothing compared to the fire that suddenly burned up her forearms from her wounded wrists. When she was stable again she looked down, and the strips of cloth Kyle wrapped around them were spongy with blood. Seeing the moist red bandages weep crimson tears onto the mountain made her dizzy, so she looked away and tried her hardest to push it from her mind. 
 
    In the distance, lights moved through the trees as Kyle turned the Honda around and drove away. As the red taillights dimmed, a feeling of utter loneliness closed in on her and squeezed her heart. Even when that monstrous black beast had grabbed her and taken her to the mine, then tore her arms open with its claws to drip feed her life into its master at the bottom of the cavern, she hadn't felt hopeless, because she knew Kyle was out there and would come for her. Even though they had known each other for only a short span of time, they had forged a bond between them, and it had given her hope. Now he was going away, and all her hope went with him, leaving her none for herself. 
 
    Tilting her head down, she focused on the ground right in front of her, and like a mule she went up the side of the mountain until she felt like she'd gone high enough to avoid the floodwaters to come. Remembering what Kyle said, she went a little higher still. When she felt like she'd reached a safe distance she hobbled over to the nearest tree and sat down with her back against it. The soggy ground soaked her butt, but it was better than being out in the open. 
 
    “Okay, Maya,” she said to herself as she crossed her legs and put her aching forearms on her knees. “You can do this. You're not alone. Focus, do your job, and then you can throw Kyle in the backseat and take him home. So put your big girl panties on, and let's do this.” 
 
    Using those words as a mantra, Maya closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing and heartbeat. When both were steady, she said a silent prayer, then pushed her consciousness down through her body and into the darkness of the mountain below. At first she met resistance, as though the layers of rock and coal that had been thrust into the sky over hundreds of millennia were trying to keep her out, but she forced her way through and pushed deeper, and then deeper still. As she burrowed, the resistance dissipated, and soon she felt herself being pulled down. The change sent a jolt of fear through her, but when she tried to slow her descent the pull increased. The harder she fought it, the worse it got, until she feared it would tear her mind apart.  
 
    Suddenly she burst through the earth and found herself floating in the ancient cavern, but it wasn't as she'd seen it with her physical eyes. Here she didn't see rock, or water, or caves. Instead she saw blackness stretch away from her so thick and complete that the idea of anything else had no meaning. Even space had stars to break up the infinite dark, but not here. The darkness just…was. But then, as her astral body turned to face the direction she was being pulled, she saw the true face of the evil that woke in the mountain. Her mind shrieked. It was terrible, the most horrible thing she'd ever seen in her life. The elder god was a mass of psychic energy, its thoughts like snakes rolling over each other, slimy and pulsing with dark power. The water was a faint white light surrounding them in a halo that felt like a gentle fire warming her face after too long in the cold, but the light dimmed with every passing moment, and the cold pull of the god took its place. 
 
    Maya didn’t want to get near it. Not even a little. The evil radiating up at her sickened her to her core. Not for all the money or fame in the world would she go near it. But she wasn't there for money, or for fame. She was there for Kyle, for his sister, for Darius wherever he might be. She was there for her friends, her family, and all the friends and families of people she didn't know. For them, she would do it. For them she had to. Maya let the dark gravity of the ancient god pull her close, and when she was next to the boiling black mass she dove in.  
 
    As the snake-like thoughts engulfed her, her distant body screamed until her throat tore and blood flecked her lips and chin. The ground beneath her trembled, and the tree at her back shook. 
 
      
 
    The Honda's headlights were ghosts caught in moonlight as the car rumbled down back roads. Kyle sent gravel flying into the air as he rocketed from one corner to the next, trees whipping by on both sides of him like horrified bystanders who could only stand and watch. A clock ticked in his head with the sound of thunder as the second hand moved, moved, moved, and his body shook from the urgency threatening to overwhelm him. 
 
    A flash of white lit the darkness in front of the car. It shone as bright as the sun, and grand white wings spread out, filling his eyes with light. For a moment Kyle thought an angel had appeared before him, its wings shielding him from what was to come, and for those few beats of his heart he no longer felt afraid. He'd never believed in God before, never prayed a second in his life, but with that vision in front of him – and with everything else that had happened the past two days – he took it as a sign that he wasn't alone, that someone or something was watching out for him and wanted him to know. The relief washing over him made him shiver. He would be okay. 
 
    A second later a loud thump reverberated through the car as the angel became an owl and hit the top of the windshield. The blow wasn't enough to damage the tempered glass, but the small spray of blood on the window and the tumble of gray feathers in the rearview said the owl wasn't so fortunate. Kyle wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry, so he did both. A sharp left turn suddenly appeared ahead of him that he was going too fast to make. He hit the brakes, gripped the wheel tightly, turned, and then hit the gas halfway through the corner. The back wheels slid into the ditch, and the frame dragged across gravel, but then he was through it and rolling down a straightaway.  
 
    A right turn jumped in front of him a few seconds later. He dropped his speed again, sloshed around the corner, but as he hit the gas pedal the road turned left again, and he yanked the wheel around while letting off the accelerator. The world shrank to a narrow stretch of gravel twisting between fortress walls of tree trunks that threatened to smash the car's front end with every swerve. After several tense seconds and hard turns of the wheel he broke free of the mountain and its trees. Several dozen yards ahead of him gravel ended as asphalt cut across it, and off to the far right stood Stillwater Dam.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Maya floated in darkness, but a darkness that was wet and hot and moving. She felt smothered by it, buried, drowning, dying. She'd been stupid to think she could do anything against the ancient evil, so stupid, and now she was going to die, barely a mote in its eye.  
 
    As her life faded, she once again thought of her grandmother Mozelle. How disappointed the old woman would be in her for being so foolish. The thought scarcely formed in her mind before a small dot of light appeared in front of her, so small and fragile yet it was like a star in the vast emptiness, and in it she saw her grandmother sitting in her old chair, her hands working her crocheting needles as sunlight streamed through a window to warm her bones. The darkness retracted the tiniest bit, and that gave Maya hope she desperately needed. 
 
    Suddenly, as though to crush her spirit before it could gain strength, the darkness took on form and crashed into her. It pushed against her, rough and hurtful. It pressed against her mouth, her nose, her ears. Then it pressed between her legs, wanting to penetrate her, rape her with shadows. She tightened her astral body and pushed at the dark, fighting for even an inch of space to breath, to be free. The gloom closed around her, but after several panicked seconds it pulled away. She was relieved, but then a voice spoke to her, and that was somehow even worse. 
 
    “Such a frightened little thing,” it said, the voice like thunder and ice and murder in the dark. “You quiver in the face of what is to come, but in you is the blood of all the terrors that once were. We are kindred, you and I. Soon your dark blood will echo my song as we reclaim our world. Look, and see what delights you have in store...” 
 
    The darkness held her effortlessly, as if she were nothing, and her mind filled with the evil it once knew, the world it once held dominion over. The images were so alien to her they could have come from another planet entirely, but she knew they were of the world around her, the world that once was and would be again.  
 
    Nightmare images hit her in rapid succession – Fire striding on black hooves, creatures scurrying from the sea to throw their slick green flesh against beasts from mountains that crumble behind them, driving them to their death. Deep within bloody oceans great shapes lumber slowly, and monsters large enough to eclipse the sun float in the sky. Obsidian ziggurats rise from cracked plains in worship of Dark Powers, and sacrificial crimson paints their stones as the faithful prove their worth. Everywhere is death and pain and torment. 
 
    But no horror is as great as the evil lying in a volcanic caldera, its swollen body blackened by the heat of the earth’s molten blood but strengthened by its pain and isolation. Massive tentacle arms sprouting from its body like malignant tumors scoop earth and lava together to shape foul beasts that it fills with its seed to give them life so it can then send its children off to destroy and terrorize. No evil is too minor, no torment too small. It wages a campaign of darkness it believes will never end. 
 
    But then came the rain and the lightning and the wind, a storm created by forces it didn't know or understand, and the tempest swept the world until every trace of those who'd once strode it was no more.  
 
    The ancient evil had more work to do, though, and as it raged against its death it struggled to find a way to save itself. When the raging flood slammed it against a mountain, the Dark God used every bit of power it had to pull the mountain down on top of it and hide. By the time it was done the evil had nothing left, no power or strength. But the water couldn't kill it, no matter where it came from or how powerful it was. All it could do was suppress it and contain it with sleep.  
 
    Until now. 
 
    “So you see, little one, our time has come again. I will rise, and your blood will burn as I send you into the world as my emissary of darkness. You need resist me no longer.” 
 
    Maya didn't want to believe it, yet part of her knew it was right, that it spoke the truth. But she wasn't ready to give in to the nightmare, no matter how persuasive it was, so she summoned what courage she had and sheltered it like a candle against the wind. “You don't know anything. Time is running out for you, and you don't even know it. My love is out there, and he'll end you.” 
 
    She wasn't sure what reaction she'd hoped to get, but the laughter that rumbled around her wasn't it. “Nothing can stop my rise. The sacred water had power, but now it is gone. A new dark age is at hand. See what I see, and accept the new world order.” 
 
    Before she could guess what the voice meant, her vision clouded like static on an old TV screen, and seconds later she found herself flying high above the town. Flames twinkled in the night, and a rhythmic sensation flexed the muscles of her back. Maya realized her mind was now a passenger in another body, one that had recently held her in its claws like a doll and tried to drain her dry. In the far distance were the lights of her car as it came to a stop next to the dam. Panic filled her heart like a million frantic butterflies, and the evil pressed against her harder, tightened around her throat to still her screams. 
 
      
 
    The parking area on the south side of the dam stood empty, so Kyle pulled into the closest spot and parked. When he let go of the steering wheel his hands trembled fiercely enough to rattle his fingers, so he grabbed the wheel and squeezed it. 
 
    “You're okay,” he told himself, the tremor in his voice betraying him. “The fucking world is depending on you, so get your shit together. Don't think about the fact that your hometown has turned into a goddam horror movie, and that you just killed your dad, and that your sister...” Kyle closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out in a long exhale that left his lungs empty and the windshield fogged up. “Fuck it, let's do this before I shit myself and run for the hills.” 
 
    Kyle shoved the door open and stepped into the cold rain. After filling his lungs he circled around to the Honda's trunk and opened it. Sitting to the right of the flat tire were the two cases from the construction building, which he set on their sides and opened. In the first were four bricks of C4, each one wrapped in foil and easily mistaken for meatloaf a kindly wife would wrap up and send with her husband to work for lunch were it not for the fact that they were set in molded foam and had warning symbols all over them. In the other case were four detonators and a remote trigger. He pressed the power button on each to make sure they still had a charge. Small red lights blinked. 
 
    Looking at the detonators and then at the C4 bricks, he wondered how hard it would be to put them together when he reached the sluice gates. Carrying around explosives with the detonators plugged in and ready to blow wasn't what he'd call a good idea, but it beat trying to do it when all he had was a ladder to hold on to, so after making sure the remote trigger was turned off he took a brick in one hand, a detonator in another, and pressed the metal prods into the C4 like a kid pushing his finger through clay.  Once it was secure he powered up the detonator and set it to RADIO, then did the same thing three more times.  
 
    Finished with that delicate operation, he went around to the rear passenger door, opened it, and looked around for the backpack he'd seen earlier. A few seconds of rooting through the pile of crap in the floorboard rewarded him with a green canvas bag. After everything in it was dumped out, he carried it back to the trunk and set the primed C4 in it, then put the trigger in a his front pocket, careful that the plastic guard was secure over the trigger button even though it was turned off. Better safe than sorry. He was taking enough risks already. The backpack went over his left shoulder a moment later. 
 
    The walk from the car to the river side of the dam was twenty yards at best, but it was the longest twenty yards of his life. Every step seemed to push it two steps away, and the crunch of gravel beneath his feet sounded like gnashing teeth. Even the rain seemed to push him back, slow him down, but eventually he made it to the ladder embedded in the concrete that led down to a sluice gate. There were three other ladders just like it further down the dam, all of them blocked by a loop of chain and a “DO NOT CROSS” sign that anyone over the age of seven could get around. 
 
    Kyle grabbed the raised ladder rail and swung around the chain. When his foot hit the rain slicked top rung it shot out from under him, and he found himself dangling over a hundred foot drop by his right hand. The backpack slid down his left arm and nearly went into the drink before he caught the strap. His arms burned and his legs were jelly, but after he caught his breath he reached over and pulled himself onto the ladder. How long it would take his balls to drop back down was another matter entirely. 
 
    No longer taking his grip for granted, Kyle went down the ladder one careful rung at a time. When he got to the sluice gate he found it partway open and spilling reservoir water in a thick gush that made the rain seem paltry. The lowest rungs were covered by the flow, so he had to bend as he reached into the backpack and pulled out a C4 brick. On the back of it was an industrial adhesive covered by a layer of waxy plastic, which he peeled off and let flutter away in the wind before reaching out as far as he could without risking another fall, and slapped the C4 brick onto the middle of the sluice gate. The detonator's red light stayed lit. 
 
    “One down, three to go.” 
 
    Kyle climbed back up, the clock in his head ticking louder than ever, and went to the next ladder, repeated the process, then went to the third. With the ladders as precarious as they were, he focused his mind on the rungs in front of him like a laser, blocking out nearly everything else around him.  
 
    As he stuck the third C4 brick in place, a strange whistling sound niggled at the back of his mind, but it wasn't until the adhesive hit the sluice gate that he pulled out his focus enough to see what made the weird noise. His eyes barely turned away from the dam when he saw a black shape fly at him. It was so large it blocked out the flaming town in the distance behind it. Kyle tried to gauge its speed and distance and how far he was from the top of the dam, but his body reacted without conscious thought and swung him around to the tiny ledge in front of the sluice gate. Water pounded his legs and feet, threatening to send him flying, but half a second later the flying beast hit the section of ladder he'd just be hanging from hard enough to dent the metal and crack the dam's concrete. 
 
    An impact like that would have killed any normal creature, but the great black beast was anything but normal. Catching itself before it could bounce away or fall, the monster clung to the ladder with one hand and growled, then reached out with the other to claw Kyle's face off. Kyle fought against the water pouring behind him and took a step backward, taking him just out of reach, but not so far that he didn't feel the wind buffet him as the claw raked past his face. He looked from the hand to the black face that growled at him from the ladder, and a bomb went off in his stomach when he recognized it. The face and body beneath it were mangled, shredded hunks of dark flesh hanging in stripes, but the fury that emanated from its black eyes was unmistakable. It was the creature from the mine. How it had survived the continuous miner's ravenous drumhead Kyle didn't know. If being shredded by a hundred whirling carbide teeth couldn't kill it, then what would? 
 
    The monster took another swipe at Kyle and howled loudly, but the sudden scream of tortured metal was even louder, and Kyle cheered as the ladder it clung to snapped where it had hit it and pulled away from the concrete like a banana peel. The beast tried to clamber over the tilting ladder, but his movements only hastened its fall, and in seconds he and it were plunging into the river far below. 
 
    Feeling the clock's ticking in his bones, Kyle wasted no time in leaping for the rung still connected to the dam. It hung at head height, but he made the leap with little trouble. Like a monkey climbing up a tree he scrambled to the top and turned toward the fourth and final ladder. Just one more explosive left. 
 
    He was halfway there and gaining confidence when the dark monster rose up from the dam and flew straight for him. Kyle lunged out of the way into a shoulder roll. The beast was fast, though, and blocked the way as he got to his feet. The ladder Kyle needed lay behind it, but it might as well have been on the moon. Kyle knew he wouldn't be able to get to it, go down, and plant the last explosive with that thing attacking him every step of the way. It would slice him to ribbons before he even made it to the ladder. Figuring three explosives were better than nothing, Kyle changed direction and ran for the Honda.  
 
    Moving faster than Kyle thought possible, the monster flapped its wings and zoomed past him, then landed, blocking that route as well. The look on its ravaged face was that of a cat who wanted to play with his food a bit before eating it. Kyle's fear turned to anger. He wasn't a fucking mouse, and he refused to be played with. He looked past the beast, then behind him, then to either side, looking for any advantage, any way out. His review yielded him only one option. 
 
    Moving before his mind could lock him in place, Kyle pivoted to his right, ran half a dozen feet, and leapt into the air. The fall wouldn't be a long one, and the river was deep, so he knew he'd survive the fall. His worry at that moment was getting far enough away from the dam before he blew the gates. Once he did that, the water would come fast and furious. He didn't want to be anywhere near the river when it did, so he— 
 
    Something large smashed into him. It wasn't the river below, as he'd expected, but something behind him. Claws gouged into his sides, and a foul stench clouded around his head. He didn't have to look over his shoulder to know what had happened.  
 
    “I'm going to kill you so slowly.” The monster’s words, rank and cold, slid past his ear. “You'll beg me to end your life, scream for it, and then I'll just go slower. Your soul is mine.” 
 
    Kyle didn't doubt the beast's words. Not for a second. The pain of the claws pressing harder and harder into his sides as the beast flew into the sky was proof enough, but it was the chilling certainty in the voice that cemented it. Whatever hope Kyle had had of getting away to safety was gone. Now his future had become a grim inevitability of pain followed by a slow death. Even that would be a mercy compared to what the rest of the world had in store for it when the mountain's evil heart fully awoke and pulled itself into the night. He thought of Taylor and her girlfriend, of the guys in his unit, of the kids he'd pulled out of the mine, and of Maya, who even as he was carried higher and higher sat on the mountain and waited for him to pull the trigger. 
 
    Kyle's head jerked as the image of the remote trigger entered his brain, the trigger that was in the backpack dangling from his arm. Time was running out for him, but it wasn't for everyone else. Moving as quickly as he could, he reached over, unzipped the pack's side pocket, and withdrew the radio detonator. As he shifted the pack its top opened, and in the dark interior he saw the red light of the last primed C4 brick. He shook his arm to get rid of the backpack, but the winged nightmare holding him ripped its left claws from Kyle's side and grabbed the pack before it could fall. 
 
    “What's this?” the beast asked with a thick chuckle. “You should know by now that I am eternal. Whatever little weapon you've got in here won't save you or this world. It's over.” 
 
    As the beast squeeze him tighter, all feeling left Kyle’s body. He felt numb, yet he was glad. He knew what he had to do, and the singular purpose to which his life narrowed had a certain comfort to it. The beast was right – it was over. But for the rest of the world and for those he loved there would be another dawn. When he flipped open the trigger guard and pressed the detonation button, he smiled. 
 
    Stillwater River glowed red and gold as a small sun filled the sky above it. 
 
      
 
    Maya and the dark god screamed as Kyle sacrificed himself, and Maya was hurled from its raging mind. Horror filled Maya as the echo of what she’d witnessed resounded through her head. The new love in her heart was scarcely a day old, yet the pain of it being torn from her hurt so badly she wanted to open her chest and take it out, smash it, be free of it. Through everything she'd suffered, none of it hurt as much as watching Kyle take his life so others would live.  
 
    But, as the evil in the mountain continued to rage, she realized his sacrifice held a deeper meaning. Kyle had given his life in a selfless act of love, and in so doing he'd given the oncoming water a power it wouldn't have had otherwise. His sacrifice sanctified it, and the evil in the dark knew.  
 
    “No!” it screamed in her mind as the mountain beneath her shuddered. “I will sleep no more! My time has come!” 
 
    With terrifying speed the river swelled and water spilled over the banks, overtaking everything in its path. As the water surged into the mine, the evil buried within it raged and thrashed. Tentacles the size of trees smashed against stone as it struggled to free itself. Great slabs of stone fell, and the mountain’s peak quaked as it fell inch by terrible inch. A hole suddenly opened in the cavern’s ceiling, and with a titanic lurch the ancient evil heaved itself upward. 
 
    “The world is mine! I am free once more, and all will suffer for my pleasure!” 
 
    Thoughts of victory rolled away from it in great red psychic waves, overwhelming Maya’s fevered mind with images of dark bodies being tortured as they screamed and burned. But, before the ancient evil could reach the top, the flood reached the cavern and it was drowned again, buried in water along with the bodies of dead miners, scattered equipment, and rocks torn from the walls and ceiling. Within moments the cavern was filled and sealed shut. Ever so slowly the dark one’s terrible thoughts drifted away, its mind still raging but growing more and more faint, until eventually it wasn't there at all.  
 
    Standing on the mountain and looking down at water that was much closer than she'd ever believed possible, Maya felt the primordial power return to its long slumber. An echo of Kyle's smile flitted across her face, but tears framed it, adding their own power to the swollen river. The danger was over, for now at least. Kyle had bought the world a second chance.  
 
    To the east, storm clouds broke apart, and thin streams of early morning light fell, turning the water around her gold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe he's gone.” Tears flowed down Taylor’s face. She stood next to Maya, the two of them looking down at what had once been the town of Stillwater. Behind them stood the rest of the kids Kyle had saved, all of them crying over those they'd lost, what had been washed away. None of them entered the dawn unscathed, and their tears flowed for a good long while. 
 
    The weak light that filtered through the thinning clouds was more than enough to show the devastation. Roofs and buildings poked up like islands, and debris was everywhere. Bodies floated here and there in the distance.  
 
    “I wish I could say that his death...” Maya didn't know what to say, how to bring comfort to someone she barely knew when her own pain nearly brought her to her knees. “He did it for us, Taylor. It doesn't make it easier, I know, but in the end his only thought was of us. He saved the world. Goddammit...it hurts like hell, but he's gone, and we have to go on. Maybe in a few years we'll appreciate that.” 
 
    Taylor nodded, and the two women leaned against each other. Shared pain was better. It wasn't until one of the kids stepped up and spoke that Maya wiped her tears away. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Hanna asked. “I don't... We don't have homes anymore, or parents. What are we supposed to do?” 
 
    In the back of her mind Maya wondered the same thing. “You stay here, I guess. Someone has to have noticed what happened. They'll probably have the National Guard out here before the day's out. They'll take care of you...somehow.” 
 
    “But what do we tell them?” Brett asked, his eyes wide and looking around for answers. “I mean, I know shit is all fucked up and all, but what happens when we tell them about...you know...the crazy stuff in the mine?” 
 
    Maya squared her shoulders, and for the first time that morning the pain of Kyle's death took a backseat. “You don't tell them anything. At most you say...you were all hanging out together, maybe you wanted to party at the cabin, let some steam off. If they press you, tell them you don't know what happened. If you say it enough you'll believe it too. Trust me, we all live with lies we don't remember the truth of. You were here, together, there were some strange noises off in the distance, and you woke up to find...that.” She pointed at the flooded town. 
 
    “Is that what you'll tell them too?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “No,” Maya replied, shaking her head. “It would be better if I wasn't around. You kids live here, so you're expected. They'll believe you if you all stick together. But I'm different. Me being here will raise a lot of questions I don't want to answer. I can't answer.” 
 
    Taylor lowered her eyes and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. I guess this means your book is out too.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” Maya had come to the same conclusion earlier. It wasn't that she was afraid people wouldn't believe her, that they'd think she made it all up. She was more afraid someone would believe her, and that they'd come to Stillwater, search around, and somehow unleash the evil all over again. There were very bad people in the world, and some of them would love nothing more than to get at the evil in the mountain. No, no one needed to know what had really happened here. It was over, and that had to be enough. 
 
    Taylor nodded again, as did the rest of the kids. After a few minutes of sporadic conversation, the kids started drifting apart, each one wrapped up in their own grief and confusion. Maya saw that as her cue to go, but as she turned toward Dirk's truck parked further up the mountain Taylor walked over to her and touched her arm. 
 
    “I know this might sound weird,” the young woman said, her face pale as snow in the sunlight, “but I was wondering if Morgana and I could come with you. We could...I don't know...be your assistants or something. We'd earn our own way, help you however you needed. Just...take us with you.” 
 
    Maya looked down at a pair of eyes that were mixed in sadness and hopelessness, and her heart thudded in her chest. “But what about your homes? Your lives here?” 
 
    “What life?” Taylor replied, her hand sweeping out toward the lake where Stillwater used to be. “What home? We've got nothing here anymore. No parents, no homes, so school, and barely any friends. The only thing we've got are lives my brother died for, and we're not going to waste it picking through the rubble in this fucking place. I want to do something with my life. And, frankly, when I look at you I...I feel like Kyle is close by. Maybe that's sad or stupid, but it is what it is, and I don't want to give that up.” 
 
    A warm weight pressed into Maya's chest, and even though she staggered under it, it gave her hope and finally a sense of something other than sadness. 
 
    “It's not stupid,” she said. “I see Kyle in you too, and right now keeping his spirit with us sounds like the best idea I've ever heard. Come on. If we're going, we need to go now before the authorities show up. And no offense, but I have seen all of Stillwater I can stand.” 
 
    Taylor and Morgana laughed. It was a small sound, barely enough to brighten their eyes, but it was enough. 
 
    “No offense taken,” Taylor replied. “Believe me, we are so done with this town. Let's get as far away from it as that piece of crap truck will take us.” 
 
    It was Maya's turn to laugh, and when she did she felt a tiny piece of her sadness break off and fly away into a sky that was clear, and bright, and warm. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Still Water, try Fragile by Justin R. Macumber. 
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REFUGE-NIGHT OF THE BLOOD SKY BY JEREMY ROBINSON 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Rule is the sheriff of Refuge, New Hampshire. Her biggest concern is the rowdy summertime revelers making their way up from Massachusetts and New York. With most of the town’s residents in neighboring Ashland, for the Fourth of July fireworks show, Refuge is quiet. That is, until the Baptist Church’s bell starts ringing—on its own. 
 
    The bell chimes faster and faster, reaching a frenetic pace, as though rung by the Devil himself. But the bell is just the beginning. The air shimmers. The night-time sky fills with a burning red aurora. The moon, previously a crescent, is now full. And just hours after dusk, the sun returns to the sky, revealing an endless desert where there was once a mountainous pine forest. 
 
    Rule must guide the confused and frightened residents of Refuge through the first terrifying hours of acclimating to this horrifying new environment, while protecting them from inhuman dangers both inside and outside of the town’s newly clean-cut borders. 
 
    In a world gone haywire, only one thing is certain, no one in Refuge will ever forget the night of the blood sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    They wandered in the scorching desert; they found no city to dwell in. Hungry and thirsty, their soul fainted in them. Then they cried unto the Lord in their trouble, and he delivered them out of their distresses. And he led them forth by the right way, that they might go to a city of refuge. 
 
      
 
    Psalms 107:4–7 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “What! You can’t be serious, Becky,” Phillip Beaumont said, in a voice that sounded closer to a petulant six-year-old’s than that of a grown man. “I’ve only been parked here five minutes tops.” The bespectacled man thrust his milk gallon and bag of groceries out as evidence. 
 
    “Don’t much matter, Monty. You can’t be breaking laws in my town, especially not those regarding the less fortunate.” 
 
    Monty’s arms fell slack, the heavily weighted plastic bag nearly scraping against the parking lot pavement. His head tilted back and his mouth fell agape, emitting a sound like a wounded moose. “Becky, there hasn’t been a handicap person in Refuge since Bill McGill kicked the bucket five years ago.” 
 
    “Law’s the law, Monty. We’re going to be swimming in vacationing Massholes and New York Yankmees for the next three months. If I go soft now, we’re going to have to rename the town Bedlam come the end of summer.” Sheriff Rebecca Rule ripped off the ticket stub and held it out. “And it’s ‘Sheriff’ while I’m wearing the hat, okay?” 
 
    Monty took the ticket, slid it into his grocery bag and with an exaggerated sigh, said, “See you at the Ashland fireworks?” 
 
    “If I were going to the fireworks, I’d be on my way already.” Rule turned her eyes to the dark blue sky. “Gonna be dark inside of fifteen minutes. B’sides, you can see ’em fine from right here in town.” 
 
    Main Street arched over the top of a tall hill. From the center of town in front of the First Baptist Church and Memorial Park across the street, the view stretched out for miles to the north and south. And from the rooftops of the few three-story storefronts on either side of the street, you could look over the surrounding pine forest to the west and catch a glimpse of the White Mountains on a clear day, which was most days in Refuge. The easterly view was mostly blocked by Black Job hill, the tallest spot in town with clear views in every direction, upon which sat a single home, belonging to Winslow and Carol Herman. 
 
    Monty glanced at the sky. “Shit. I still have to pick up Susie and the girls.” He flung open the door to his black pickup truck, climbed in and slammed it closed. The giant beast of a vehicle roared to life, and Monty gave it two enthusiastic revs. 
 
    Rule tapped the window twice with her knuckles. 
 
    As the glass descended, Rule placed her elbow on the door. “I give speeding tickets, too. I don’t want to hear any squealing tires.” 
 
    Monty grinned. “Now come on, we all know which one of us is the better driver.” 
 
    Rule stepped back and gave a nod. “We also know which one of us carries a badge. And a gun.” 
 
    With a grin and a casual salute, Monty said, “See you in church, Beck, err, Sheriff.” 
 
    Rule gave a wave as Monty sped off. The man has a boulder for a brain, she thought, looking at the empty lot. Thirty spaces, ripe for the picking, and he took the one handicap spot. He was right, though; there weren’t any year-round handicap residents in Refuge, but with the Fourth of July being tomorrow, she didn’t want to risk one of the old rich people with fancy homes around Newton Lake having a hissy fit when their blue placard, bestowed upon them by the good Lord himself, failed to procure prime parking. 
 
    With the lot to Soucey’s Market now empty, Rule wandered toward the sidewalk. Main Street was mostly empty, too, except down by the bar. There were cars there all year long, at all hours and in nearly all weather. Only a blizzard could empty the bar, and not because the boys couldn’t get there—they all had plows. But it was those same plows that made them extra money come winter, and they got their plowing done before their drinking. Most knew well enough not to drink and drive in Refuge. Not since what happened to Bernie. 
 
    Rule didn’t normally walk the streets looking to give parking tickets. That typically fell under the purview of Deputy Jim Sweeney and Deputy Helena Frost. But Sweeney was in Ashland for the fireworks with most of the rest of Refuge’s fifteen hundred residents, and Frost was...well, she was confined to the office, at least for the night, on account of punching Casey Parks square in the nose. Granted, the seventeen year old deserved as much for pummeling fourteen year old John Bieman, but she should have shouted, “Stop, Police,” before hauling off and clocking him in front of sixteen people. 
 
    The walk will do me good anyway, she thought, purposely putting a little spring in her step. She’d put on a few pounds in the past few years, and her uniform fit a little too tightly to be decent for a fifty-three year old woman. In her opinion, anyway. She wasn’t exactly a hot ticket, but in the north woods of New Hampshire, where the competition sometimes looked like those late 1800s photos of scowling farm matrons, being a flawed woman wasn’t always a problem. 
 
    She paused at a meter where a red compact car she didn’t recognize was parked. Still an hour left. Damn. She checked the plates. California. That’s unusual, she thought, and then moved on. The next three cars were all paid up, and upon reaching the fourth car, she realized she was wasting her time. 
 
    “Parking meters enforced between the hours of 8am and 7pm,” she read from the label. She stood up straight and put away the ticket booklet she’d been holding at the ready. 
 
    “Well then—” she started, but she heard a buzzing sound. Like the hum of those big power lines out by 95. Despite the volume, she knew the sound was distant. She listened for a moment, trying to pinpoint the direction from which the buzz originated, but it was suddenly drowned out by the roar of an engine. 
 
    She turned and saw Monty, Susie and their two little girls, Alice and Joy, beaming with innocent sugar-fueled smiles framed by freckles she could see from a distance, all waving from the pick-up’s window. Monty was speeding, that was for sure, but the crafty devil knew Rule wouldn’t give him a hard time with the girls in the car. He gave a honk and disappeared down the hill and around the corner at the far end of Main Street. 
 
    They might just make it in time, she thought, looking at the now purple sky. With her plan to write tickets until the distant fireworks began now ruined, she stood in the middle of the sidewalk wondering what to do. She pulled her walkie and pushed the transmit button. “Frost, this is Rule, please tell me someone has called. Over.” 
 
    The radio crackled, and then Frost’s voice replied, “Sorry, Sheriff, if you wanted action, you should have taken a job in Nashua. But don’t worry, you’ll be plenty busy after the fireworks. We usually nab one or two overzealous drivers after the finale. Over.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks for the head’s up. Over and out.” She buckled the radio back in place and rolled her neck on her shoulders. While she liked giving a good ticket, she wasn’t looking forward to the late night. And she still needed a way to kill time before the fireworks began. 
 
    The sound of shattering glass turned her attention to the bar door. The Brick House Bar and Grill wasn’t known for drunken fisticuffs. Most in town were responsible drinkers. But tonight was the Fourth, so maybe someone new was mucking things up. She glanced at the California plates parked five spaces away and squinted. 
 
    Course, maybe someone just tripped. 
 
    Still, she had ten minutes to kill, and chatting with Walter, the bar’s owner, always left her with a grin. Not just because he had been Bernie’s best friend, but because he had a wicked sense of humor and knew everything about everybody. Including her. 
 
    Wearing a grin she wasn’t aware of, she stepped toward the door, reaching for the handle. 
 
    She stopped, noticing the faint buzzing sound again. What... 
 
    Loud shouting, muffled by the bar’s door, pulled her attention back to the Brick House. She couldn’t make out the words, but the tone held the sharp punch of angry cursing. She forgot all about the frantic sounding hum and took hold of the door handle. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “There it is.” The words came out of Winslow Herman’s mouth as a reverent whisper, like he was an old world explorer discovering new land on the far side of the ocean. That’s how he saw himself, anyway, and it was why he named his backyard observatory, the Crow’s Nest. It was his perch. His lookout tower. But instead of looking at land, he was looking at planets, moons, stars and comets. 
 
    He stepped aside, allowing his wife, Carol, to peer through the telescope’s eyepiece. She drew a quick breath and grinned. “What’s it like there?” 
 
    “No place you would ever want to visit. Not without a specially made space-suit to protect you from Jupiter’s radiation, the absolute freezing cold and the vacuum of space.” 
 
    Without taking her eyes away from the view, she asked, “There’s no atmosphere?” 
 
    “It’s negligible,” he replied. “Most likely just gases seeping from the cracks in the ice.” 
 
    “Do you really think there could be life there?” 
 
    “If there is life anywhere else in this solar system, it’s under the ice of Europa. Scientists and smart science fiction authors have known this for a long time. It’s only a matter of time before we go there and find out. But even then, the chances are slim.” 
 
    Carol pulled back from the eyepiece and smiled at her husband, accentuating the laugh-line wrinkles on her cheeks and deepening the crow’s feet beside her eyes. She was a beautiful sixty year old woman, whose wrinkles formed earlier than most, primarily because she smiled so much. There was very little that could get her down. It was her faith, she claimed, that gave her peace and allowed her to enjoy the world, no matter the circumstances. “Listen to you. You don’t even have faith in your own theories.” 
 
    “I have faith in the scientific process,” he defended. “Theories are just theories until they’re proven. And I’m afraid, in the case of Europa, that is unlikely to happen within our lifetimes.” 
 
    “Why not just choose to believe the life is there, beneath the ice?” 
 
    Winslow scratched his cheek, burrowing his fingers through his thick, but neatly trimmed, salt and pepper beard. 
 
    “Is that what you do?” he asked. “Are you just pretending?” 
 
    Carol squinted at her husband with a wry smile. “Watch yourself, Mr. Herman—” She shook her small fist at him. “—or you’ll be seeing stars alongside your frozen moon.” 
 
    Winslow chuckled and glanced at his watch. “Speaking of that...” He flipped a switch, turning on the single light bulb hanging precariously from the domed ceiling. The observatory wasn’t exactly large—just big enough for four or five people to gather around the telescope that cost more than Carol would ever know. “Sometimes the best view is the wide angle.” 
 
    He opened the four-foot tall doorway and held it open for Carol. She crouched and exited onto the patio that connected the observatory and their custom-designed home. Before retiring to Maine, Winslow had worked for NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) in Pasadena, California. He designed optics, including those used on both the Spirit and Opportunity Mars rovers. But it had never been a job. He loved the work. It was his passion. And he continued it by building the observatory and allowing visits from school groups, Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts troops and even the occasional visit from the teenage correctional facility in Concord. If he had an audience, Winslow could wax eloquent about the universe until his throat went raw. Most of the time, his audience was Carol, but she didn’t mind. She’d fallen for him at one of his public lectures, and if she could follow him from warm and sunny Pasadena to the more often than not frigid woods of New Hampshire, she could discuss Europa a thousand more times. 
 
    Winslow knew it. He grinned at his wife as he exited with an adoration that the stars above would never experience. Taking her hand, he led her to the grass on the north side of the house. 
 
    “I thought we were watching the fireworks?” Carol asked. 
 
    “I promised fireworks,” Winslow said. “But I didn’t specify the type.” He stepped to the side, revealing a blanket, a wine bottle and two glasses. “Ambrose Bierce once said that an observatory is a place where astronomers conjecture away the guesses of their predecessors, whereas I have always firmly believed that they are most useful for picking up sexy young fillies.” 
 
    Carol laughed, one hand over her mouth, the other slapping Winslow’s shoulder. 
 
    Winslow was about to carry-on with his banter, but something tickled his ear. He cocked his head to the side, trying to listen, but the nearly inaudible rumble didn’t change. 
 
    “What is it?” Carol asked. 
 
    “You don’t hear it?” 
 
    She listened and shook her head. “Only the beating of our hearts,” she joked and began unbuttoning her blouse. 
 
    Winslow caught a peek of his wife’s emerging cleavage and forgot about the sound. “You’re pretty direct for a church-going gal.” 
 
    “We’re married,” she said, removing her shirt and casting it aside. “I can be as slutty as I want to be.” She closed the distance between them, hands going for his belt. 
 
    The rumbling tickled his ear again. Tinnitus? he wondered and glanced up at the stars, so bright above, the Milky Way cutting a soft line across the sky. The view seemed to shimmer for a moment, the way stars twinkle when they’re low on the horizon, their light bent by the atmosphere. But then Carol loosened his pants, found what she was looking for and the whole of the universe ceased to exist. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Listen, you backwoods hick. Don’t hold out on me. I’ll pay you whatever you want.” She thought she was whispering, but the words came out as something closer to a growl and loud enough for the bar’s five other patrons to hear. 
 
    Cash Whittemore pushed his half-drained beer to the side and leaned forward over the worn brown table that had started out a light shade of maple thirty years earlier. By all outward appearances, he was now a co-conspirator. “Look, Lony.” 
 
    “My name is Avalon,” she grumbled. And she was right, her name was Avalon Butler, but other than her parents, no one ever called her by her actual name. Unless you were blessed with a single syllable name or were well respected, the people in town had a horrid habit of shortening just about any name and tacking on an E sound at the end. Avalon became Lony. Jeremy became Jerry. Richard became Richie, or even worse, Dickie. As a kid, she knew three separate Dickies, and only one of them deserved the name. 
 
    Cash sighed. “Fine. Avalon. I’m not entirely sure what it is you’re looking for, but unless it’s cold and frothy, I don’t know anything about it.” 
 
    Avalon looked him up and down. He wore dirty blue jeans, a torn and paint-spattered flannel shirt—in July—and a dirty Red Sox cap with a frayed bill. He was handsome, but that was hidden by a few days worth of stubble and the dark rings under his eyes. If anyone in this Godforsaken town knew where to score some Oxycontin, it was him. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Why are you sweating, Lon—Avalon?” he asked. “Walter keeps the AC cranked. Must be sixty-five degrees in here. You feeling okay?” 
 
    She wiped the sweat from her forehead and looked at her shaking hand, which came away slick with perspiration. Her heart pounded in her chest, making her feel like she’d just run a few miles carrying a hungry anaconda. She gripped the table with both hands, oblivious to the old bubble gum her left ring-finger compressed on the underside. When she was collected—in her mind, to everyone else she appeared as an overheating steam engine—she spoke clearly and concisely, no longer concerned about anyone hearing, because the only person that currently existed was the man in front of her, whom she believed could end her suffering. “I’m fine. Now do you have any Oxy or not?” 
 
    After a moment of thought, Cash winced and asked. “Is that like the tub cleaner?” 
 
    He knows, she thought. Damn him, he knows! And he’s just mocking me. He wants me to suffer! 
 
    Avalon’s fingers scraped against the bottom of the table. The nail of her ring-finger, now embedded in the unmoving gum, folded back, peeling away from a few millimeters of skin before popping free. She didn’t notice the sharp sting that would make most people hiss in pain. “You son-of-a-bitch!” Her voice rose in volume and pitch with each shouted word. With hooked talon fingers, she hauled back and swung at Cash’s cheek. 
 
    Moving faster and with more agility, Cash leaned away from the swing, caught hold of her arm and turned her away from him. Before she knew what was happening, he’d planted his big, muddy, steel-toe boot against her backside and shoved. 
 
    It wasn’t a hard push, but in her current condition, Avalon lacked the wherewithal to slow herself and avoid the table where Pastor Ken Dodge sat with a woman she didn’t know. As she flipped, ass over tea kettle atop the table, taking drinks and pretzels with her, she thought it was strange for the pastor to be out at a bar with a woman, but then, he wasn’t a priest and even Jesus imbibed. 
 
    Then she hit the floor. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    The room fell silent as Avalon stared up at the ceiling. Bright track lights blazed in her eyes, their glow magnified by the effects of Oxycontin withdrawal. Her eyes filled with tears, partly in response to the light-induced sting, partly because of the deep welling despair gripping her body—not because she’d become a shell of a person dependent on a drug to feel normal, but because she knew she wouldn’t be getting any tonight, and come morning she’d have to once again face the real world and all its real problems. 
 
    A bell above the door chimed, announcing the arrival of another bar patron. Heavy boots clomped across the wide wooden planks of the bar’s floor, vibrating in the back of Avalon’s head. 
 
    A figure leaned into view above her, obscured by the blur of her tears. Avalon squeezed her eyes shut, pushing the tears out onto her cheeks. 
 
    “Well, as I live and breathe,” the woman above her said. “Avalon Butler. That explains the California plates.” 
 
    Avalon looked up with cleared vision. “Mrs. Rule?” 
 
    “Been a while since you’ve been home for a visit,” Rule said and then tapped the badge on her chest. “It’s Sheriff Rule, now.” 
 
    Avalon giggled. “You follow all the rules...Rule?” She winced as a sharp pain lanced through her head and sucked away her laughter. 
 
    “You trying to ask me something?” Rule asked, and then turned to the bar. “She been drinking?” 
 
    Walter shook his head, no. “Not here, at least. Came in like this. ‘Bout five minutes ago.” 
 
    Avalon slowly writhed on the floor for a moment, lost somewhere between withdrawal, a lump on the head and confusion from seeing her childhood babysitter dressed in the tan uniform of a sheriff. “Mrs. Rule...” 
 
    The sheriff leaned closer. 
 
    “You have any Oxycontin?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Joshua Wilson nearly threw up. He managed to hold it down primarily because he knew it was perhaps the worst response he could have to a first kiss. But his nerves were a mess and were playing havoc with his body. He was clammy and cold and sweating profusely. He’d doused himself with copious amounts of his father’s Old Spice before heading out, but he wasn’t sure if the cologne could completely mask his growing nervous odor. Rivulets of cold perspiration tickled his sides. He stepped back, rubbing his T-shirt against his skin. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Lisa Howard asked. 
 
    She was picture perfect, with a tight yellow T-shirt, blonde hair and twin ponytails. The sight of her, hands wrapped around the chains of the swing upon which she sat, froze Joshua in place. He’d known her for all fifteen years of his life. They were next-door neighbors, after all. But despite the long years of friendship, she had always had this effect on him. Until just a moment ago, when she returned his kiss, he had no idea she felt similarly. 
 
    “N—no,” he finally said, and decided to not have a sitcom relationship. “I’m sweating like a pig at the beach.” 
 
    Lisa smiled and then laughed. “I’ve seen you with snot all over your face. I think I can handle a little sweat.” 
 
    In first grade, during a circle-time reading, he had sneezed a volcano of mucus into his hands that splashed back onto his face. It was one of the most embarrassing moments of his life. “You remember that, huh?” 
 
    “Radar,” she said, using the nickname bestowed upon him by his cousins and picked up by the rest of the town, “it’s a sight I will take to my grave. But you don’t need to be nervous. I’m still just me.” 
 
    “You always make me nervous.” 
 
    “We live next door to each other, we’re in the same class, we walk to and from school together every day, play on the same soccer team on Saturdays and go to the same church on Sundays.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve been nervous since the day you were born.” 
 
    She hopped off the swing, stepped up close and ran her fingers through his curly red hair. They stood nearly eye to eye, him being just an inch taller. “You don’t have to be nervous anymore.” 
 
    He could feel the warmth of her breath and smell the gum she’d been chewing. “I think you’ll make me feel this way until the day I die.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You have long-term plans already?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, smiled and said, “Since the day you were born.” 
 
    “Such a romantic,” she said, and kissed him for the second time. As they lingered, frozen in the moment, Radar’s wristwatch began beeping. He ignored it for a full thirty seconds before Lisa leaned away. “You have somewhere to be?” 
 
    “Huh?” His mind slowly became aware of the shrill beeping. He looked at his watch and then remembered. “Oh! C’mon!” 
 
    He took her by the hand, leading her through the park. To their backs was the swing set and the elaborate wooden jungle gym where they used to play as kids. Beyond that was the baseball field. Straight ahead was green grass, tall trees and a gazebo where a band would play during the town barbeque tomorrow afternoon, surrounded by gaudy red, white and blue decorations, which were already hanging all around town along with a surplus of American flags. But tonight, with the fireworks drawing everyone to Ashland, the park and most of the town was empty, including the First Baptist Church on the other side of Main Street. 
 
    The church building gleamed bright white on sunny days, its steeple reaching up to the sky like the tower of Babel. That was probably an exaggeration, but it was the tallest building in town, which was precisely why Radar had stolen his father’s key. Even now, in the dark of early night, the building glowed, lit by street lights and the light of the waning half moon, still low on the horizon. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Lisa asked as Radar led her across the street, hand-in-hand. 
 
    He dug the stolen keys from his pocket and shook them. “Best view in town. It’s all ours.” 
 
    “I don’t know...” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re stealing anything. And I have keys. We’re not even breaking in. We’ll be in and out before anyone even makes it back to town.” 
 
    They paused by the church’s front door. Radar wasn’t going to do this without her support, because, if he was honest, entering the church without permission terrified him. It wasn’t that he felt uncomfortable in the building. He’d attended church, Sunday School, Youth Group and Vacation Bible School in this building all his life. He was as comfortable here as he was most everywhere in their small town. But he knew that if they were caught, his father would likely fashion a switch and have at him till the tears he shed in church were more from sitting than from a supernatural encounter. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and he immediately began working the key into the lock. “But we’re not having sex in the church.” 
 
    The keys virtually exploded from his hands and fell on the ground. He crouched to pick them up and cracked his head on the doorknob. Wincing in pain, he snatched up the keys and stood quickly, trying to look composed. 
 
    Lisa laughed gently, hands over her mouth, eyes watering. 
 
    “I—I wasn’t...that’s not what I was thinking...” In truth, he thought about sex roughly three times every ten minutes and at least thirty times since their last kiss, which included fantasies in nearly every room of the church building, thoughts that caused him to quickly ask for forgiveness before starting the daydream over once again. But he’d never planned on following through. That wasn’t what made him stumble. It was that her words didn’t forbid the possibility of sex, just not sex in the church. 
 
    With profusely sweating hands, he unlocked the door and turned the handle. It creaked open, and they crept inside, into the darkened house of God. It was far darker inside than out, but Radar knew his way around. The church interior, which was far cleaner than the hearts of anyone who attended the services, provided no obstacles. They quickly entered the stuffy and dusty-smelling steeple and followed the stairs around and up, careful not to hit the church bell rope and alert anyone left in town to their presence. 
 
    Upon reaching the top, standing beside the large bell that summoned believers and heathens to church every Sunday morning, Radar took hold of the slats and tugged. The three foot tall rectangle of ventilation slats popped free and swung open, revealing an unhindered view to the south. 
 
    “How did you know that opened?” she asked. 
 
    “Remember that Sunday when there was no juice for communion?” 
 
    “That was like four years ago, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Well there was no juice because I drank it all. My dad figured it out when I threw it up. Turns out a half gallon of juice is a little too much. Pastor Dodge brought me up here afterwards. It was an inspiring lecture about honesty and integrity, but all I could think of as I looked out this window, is how much I wanted to show you the view.” 
 
    The distant pop of a firework pulled their attention south. Bright red sparkles of light drifted toward the ground. The fireworks display would lack the power of one seen up close, but there wasn’t any other place on Earth Radar would rather be at that moment. He wrapped his arm around Lisa, and she snuggled in close. 
 
    A thought popped into his head, and he chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Shadow Liar.” 
 
    Lisa turned her head toward him, eyebrows raising. 
 
    “It’s an anagram of your name.” 
 
    “You just think of that now?” 
 
    “And ninety-seven others, but that’s the coolest.” He knew he didn’t need to explain. She’d played Scrabble with him enough times to know that he had a savant-like gift with words and codes. It was one of the many secrets they shared. Not even the teachers at school knew about it, mostly because he feared they’d give him too much attention, putting him in the crosshairs of less gifted bullies, including his father. “Would make a good online avatar name, but if you don’t like it, we could always go with ‘hairdo slaw.’” 
 
    She gave his chest a slap and turned back to the fireworks display, leaning into him. Radar squeezed her arm, feeling at home in Refuge for the first time. 
 
    Neither of them noticed the bell behind them, swaying slowly back and forth. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Gonna pretend I didn’t hear that,” Rule said. “Just this once. Ask that question one more time and I’ll be babysitting you again, but this time you’ll be in a cell.” 
 
    Rule’s relief at Avalon clamping her mouth shut was minimal. She knew the girl had had a rough go of it in the years since her mother had passed, but this...she was strung out. Rock bottom. Rule had remained good friends with Avalon’s father, Griffin, and received updates about her life whenever he did, but it had been six months since he’d heard from her. They’d feared the worst. Looks like they weren’t too far from the mark. 
 
    Leaving Avalon on the floor, where the girl would likely be the safest in her current state, Rule turned her attention to Cash. An electrician by trade, Cash was a town staple. He was a bit rough around the edges, especially when he drank, but she’d never had to lock him up. Still, she knew alcohol did things to the mind. Turned folks into different kinds of people, who did things they wouldn’t normally. She eyed the half-finished pint on his table. Times had been tough on Cash recently. Thanks to a government grant and the town’s altruistic benefactor, Renford Ellison, the town’s new electrical system, which serviced downtown and the surrounding neighborhoods, removed a good portion of Cash’s business. 
 
    Fields of solar panels could be found in and around town—mostly filling the old airport—not to mention atop the roofs of nearly every home and business, including the sheriff’s station. The church was one of few buildings exempt from the requirement. But energy didn’t just come from the sun. Towering wind turbines lined many of the hills. The combination of natural energy sources wasn’t exactly pretty, but they delivered free energy to the entire town. If the whole world went dark, Refuge would still have power—as long as there was a sun and wind. Water and sanitation had also been retrofitted, making the town a true experiment in self-sufficiency. They’d been told that Refuge was a model for the future, but most folks in town didn’t care much about technology, let alone the future. They were just happy to get a break on their monthly bills. 
 
    Not Cash, though. If he didn’t find more out-of-town business, he’d lose his house, and tough times like that can drive a man to the bottle. If the demons can’t be beat in a fair fight, her father told her once, they can always be drowned. 
 
    “Can’t say I appreciate what that look in your eyes is implying, Sheriff,” Cash said. 
 
    While his direct nature ruffled her feathers, his correct use of the word ‘Sheriff,’ rather than ‘Becky,’ ‘Becks’ or ‘Mrs. Rule’ kept her from replying strongly. She also heard his very clearly enunciated, not drunk, speech. She softened her expression. “That your first drink?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Cash said, and without being asked, explained what happened. “She came in here looking for that Oxy-stuff. When I told her I didn’t have any, she took a swing and I helped her walk away.” 
 
    “Maybe a little too roughly?” Rule asked. 
 
    “It was self-defense,” Pastor Dodge said. “We all saw it. The poor girl is a mess.” 
 
    “Screw you,” Avalon said from the floor. 
 
    The distant boom of fireworks entered the bar as the door swung open. Guess I won’t be watching the display this year, after all, Rule thought. 
 
    The distant rumble was drowned out momentarily by the bell above the door jingling. She felt a warm breeze wash over her as the air outside blew into the room. In that brief moment, the buzzing sound she’d noticed earlier returned. 
 
    “Oh my God,” came a woman’s voice, but it wasn’t the newcomer. It was Julie Barnes, the hoity-toity real estate agent who’d swept into Refuge two years previous, brokering the land and home deals that made the town’s retrofitting possible. She must have been rich now, so Rule wasn’t sure why the city girl, with her power suits, high heels and tautly bunned hair was still in town, let alone in the Brick House. 
 
    Julie stood quickly and scurried for the door, eyes wide, high heels clacking out a beat. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Rule asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Julie chirped. “Just got a text.” 
 
    As though that explains everything. 
 
    The door opened again as Julie left, allowing in more warm air, the faint buzzing sound and a reminder that someone new had just entered. 
 
    Not wanting to further complicate the situation, Rule held her hand up toward the door without looking back. “Step outside, please, until this situation is—” 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” a man said, his voice full of anger and fear. 
 
    Rule recognized the voice and didn’t need to turn around to know who it was or what would happen next. “Watch your temper, Griff.” 
 
    He appeared next to her, moving as silently as a ghost. She glanced in his direction. His eyes were searching the bar for a guilty face. His fists were clenched. She turned her eyes to Cash and saw the same casual indifference that was his trademark expression. But Griffin was a smart man. He’d take in the scene, piece it together and play it in reverse. Her only chance to avoid a fight was to put him on the defensive. 
 
    “All this coulda been avoided if you’d told me she was home.” 
 
    “She arrived last night,” he said. “Found her on my doorstep, shaking.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “Withdrawal. She’s an Oxycontin addict. I was going to keep her at home until—” 
 
    “He’s keeping me prisoner!” Avalon shouted. “Locked me in the basement. Call the police. I need to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Rule sighed. She didn’t want to ask the question, but was obligated. “You lock her in the basement, Griffin?” 
 
    “If I had, she wouldn’t be sprawled on the bar floor.” 
 
    She believed him. He was a good man—probably the best man in town. And given his past, she didn’t think James Bond could escape from Griffin Butler. “Point taken.” 
 
    “Isn’t anyone going to pick me up?” Avalon asked. 
 
    Rule and Griffin replied as one, “No!” 
 
    “Look,” Rule said, “she hasn’t done anything all of us can’t overlook...” She glanced at the bar’s few patrons. She knew all of them except for Pastor Dodge’s lady friend. She got quick nods from everyone in the room. They knew Griffin and Avalon, and knew the tough time both had gone through. This town took care of its own. But mostly they knew she wouldn’t take no for an answer. She ended her visual tour of the room by leveling her eyes at the Pastor’s company. “...isn’t that right?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    Dodge answered for her. “This is Sally Field—” 
 
    “Like the actress?” Rule asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the woman said. 
 
    “MmmHmm. What kind of parents would do that to a kid?” Rule shrugged. “Well Ms. Field, you okay with forgetting this mess if Griff here covers the cost of—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Dodge said quickly. 
 
    Rule squinted at the pastor. If anyone was acting like they’d done something wrong, it was him. But that didn’t make sense. He was a single guy out with a... Her attention turned to the woman. Her left hand. Her ring finger... 
 
    Bong. 
 
    Everyone in the bar held their collective breath. 
 
    “What...was that?” Walter asked from behind the bar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Radar shouted in surprise, clutching his hands to his ears. He knew the scream had been high-pitched and embarrassing—he could feel it in his throat—but his voice had been drowned out by the resounding gong of the church bell. He and Lisa spun around, away from the fireworks. The bell was shifting slowly. 
 
    “What the hell?” Lisa said, her voice barely audible. “Who did that?” 
 
    Radar’s thoughts turned to possible explanations, and he quickly came up with one. Someone knew they were in the steeple and had decided to teach them a lesson. It didn’t sound like something Pastor Dodge would do, so he spoke his mind. “Knock it off, asshole!” he shouted. “We’re coming down!” 
 
    The bell swayed sideways, lifting higher than it probably should have. 
 
    “It’s going to ring again!” he shouted, slapping his hands over his ears. 
 
    The soundwave shook his insides, making him queasy. He pitched forward, shouting in agony. The pain grew infinitely worse when Lisa fell and he reached out to catch her. As the bell’s chime faded again, he pulled Lisa up. When he saw the tears in her eyes, he wanted to pummel whoever was ringing the bell, but then he realized that he was equally upset. Unlike most young men Refuge forged, Radar wasn’t externally tough. 
 
    With one arm wrapped around Lisa and the other holding her elbow, he scrambled down the stairs, doing his best to not stumble in the darkness. He hoped that whoever was ringing the bell would hear them coming and stop, but he could see the rope, dangling in the steeple’s core, moving downward, pulled for another chime. 
 
    As they rounded the final flight of stairs, he looked for the person ringing the bell. Nobody was there. No one at all. And yet, the rope attached to the bell continued to descend, as though pulled by a spectre. 
 
    Then the rope shot up, released from its downward pull. 
 
    Bong! 
 
    The volume of the ringing bell, inside the enclosed steeple, knocked both of them off their feet. The pair tumbled down the last few stairs, shouting in pain again. When Radar landed, part of him wanted to check on Lisa, but his attention remained fixed on the church bell rope, as it shifted downward once more, pulled by some invisible force. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sounded like the church bell,” Dodge said, standing slowly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cash said. “Why would—” 
 
    Bong. 
 
    “Definitely the church bell.” Dodge headed for the door. 
 
    Rule met Griffin’s eyes. They still had unfinished business here, but if someone had broken into the church, that was something she couldn’t let slide. She unclipped her radio, “Frost this is Rule, over.” 
 
    “I hear you, boss,” Frost replied. “Who’s ringing the church bell? Over.” 
 
    “I’m gonna head over there and find out.” Rule glanced at Griffin before speaking again. “Listen, Griff Butler is headin’ your way with his daughter—” 
 
    “Lony’s home?” Frost broke in. 
 
    “Avalon!” came a shout from the floor. 
 
    “I need you to put her in a cell for the night,” Rule finished. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    Cash, Walter and Sally Field exited the bar along with the few other patrons, off to see what crazy soul was ringing the church bell. 
 
    “A cell? Why?” 
 
    “She’s not in trouble. Just needs some time to work things out. Why don’t you meet them outside? Over.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Frost said. “I’ll head your way now. Meet them half way.” 
 
    Before signing off, Rule added, “Keep an eye out for anyone fleeing the church in your direction. Over.” 
 
    “Will do. Over and out.” 
 
    Bong. 
 
    Rule took out her handcuffs and motioned to Avalon with her head and spoke to Griffin. “Help her up.” 
 
    “You’re going to cuff me?” Avalon protested, as Griffin pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “She a flight risk?” Rule asked Griffin. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    He glanced at the cuffs and then the fiery eyes of his daughter. “Do it.” 
 
    Before Avalon could protest again, Rule spun her around and slapped the cuffs on both wrists. “Frost will take them off when you settle down for the night.” 
 
    “You gonna sing me Twinkle Twinkle?” Avalon said with a sneer. “Would be like old times.” 
 
    Bong. 
 
    “Is it just me or is that bell speeding up?” Rule asked. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    Definitely speeding up. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Griffin said, taking hold of the chain between Avalon’s wrists. 
 
    “I’m never speaking to either of you again,” Avalon growled. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    “Honey, you probably won’t remember a lick of this.” Rule glanced around the empty bar. “And between the three of us, I am happy you’re home—current circumstances notwithstanding.” 
 
    Bong. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Avalon responded. 
 
    Rule grinned. “Like I said.” She headed for the door and held it open for Griffin and Avalon. He led his daughter north, walking quickly. Rule followed behind, angling out into the street. While the police station was just north of the church, it was on the wrong side of the road. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    Rule picked up her pace, breathing quick, deep breaths, inhaling air that smelled strongly of the lilacs growing beside the church. It was only a block away, but she was winded by the time she joined Cash and Walter on the sidewalk. 
 
    Bong. 
 
    “You okay, Sheriff?” Cash asked. 
 
    “Nothing a few months of exercise can’t cure.” Rule looked up at the church steeple. Bong! Whoever was ringing that bell was really putting their back into it. 
 
    Bong-bong! 
 
    “Where’s Dodge?” she shouted over the resounding echo of the church bell. 
 
    Bong-bong! 
 
    “Inside!” Walter shouted back. 
 
    She took a step toward the church when the front doors burst open. Three bodies spilled out, running down the front steps, hands clasped over their ears. Rule recognized all three faces: Dodge, Radar and Lisa. Rule sighed, she knew she might have to let yet another transgression slide or Radar was going to get a beating, and then she’d have to haul his father off to jail for real. Happy fourth of July, she thought. At least the excitement is over. 
 
    But then, it wasn’t. 
 
    Bong-bong! 
 
    “Who else is inside?” she shouted at Dodge, who looked ten shades paler than he had in the bar. 
 
    “No one is inside!” he shouted. 
 
    Bong-bong! 
 
    Rule caught hold of Dodge’s shoulder and spun him so they were eye-to-eye. “Pastor, who the hell is ringing that bell?” 
 
    Bong-bong! 
 
    He snapped out of whatever panic had gripped him and said, “No one! It’s ringing itself!” 
 
    Bong-bong-bong-bong-bong-bong! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Bells don’t ring by themselves, Pastor,” Rule said, matter-of-fact. Her instinct was to cross her arms or plant her hands on her wide hips to punctuate the statement with a little body language. But the constant ringing of the bell forced her hands to her ears. 
 
    “It’s demonic,” Dodge said. “Has to be.” 
 
    Rule went to church, just like most everyone else in town, but like most everyone in town, it was to maintain appearances. She knew all about the Bible and God and Jesus, and she liked the message most of the time, but she wasn’t sure she actually believed. There was a difference between knowing and appreciating and actual belief—the kind of belief that would lead her to accept an invisible malevolent force was taking time out of its busy schedule to ring a church bell. Seemed to her that such a thing would be counterproductive for the forces of evil. Most people’s response to proof of the existence of the Devil would be to run headlong into the open arms of Jesus. So without stepping foot in the church, she knew this wasn’t demonic. 
 
    “I’m with you, Sheriff,” Cash said, leaning down close. 
 
    “You’re a dear,” Rule said, making a mental note to never doubt Cash’s integrity so quickly again. Then she turned to Walter. “You’re coming too.” 
 
    Walter was clearly displeased with this development, but nodded and fell in line when Rule headed for the front door. Rule pointed at Radar as she stomped by. “You two don’t go anywhere! No sense in running. I know where you live.” 
 
    Radar nodded so quickly he looked like a red-headed woodpecker. He was as petrified as Dodge. 
 
    The sheriff wasn’t sure how fast a church bell could ring, but the rapid fire bonging didn’t seem possible. The bell rang when a rope was pulled from the bottom of the steeple. She’d rung the bell once a few years back and it wasn’t exactly easy. Building up this kind of speed would require what? A machine, she decided. Someone must have put something against the bell. I swear to God, she thought, if Radar did this to impress Lisa, I’m going to help his father tan his hide. That could be why Radar looked so afraid. Having been caught in the act, he knew what kind of hell might come down on him. 
 
    She yanked the heavy door open and stepped inside. It felt strange being in church on a Saturday night. The smell of wooden pews, polished by years of human backsides, old candle smoke and vanilla air freshener was an experience reserved for the following morning. The clanging bell was muffled some but was still loud enough to tense every muscle in her body, mostly because she knew it was about to get louder. 
 
    A lot louder. 
 
    They took the stairs two at a time, heading toward the second floor. Jogging past the nursery, they reached the solid wood door that provided access to the steeple. The hallway walls shook, jittering a framed photo of a praying Jesus. Rule could feel a vibration moving through her body, as though some supernatural being had just taken hold of her. She fought against the chill that rose through her body, reminding herself that she didn’t believe in ghosts. The doorknob on the steeple door began to rattle, turning slowly, but was it from the noise or was something else turning it? She watched the knob twist until it stopped and began shifting back in the other direction. 
 
    It’s the vibrations, she thought, but she didn’t fully believe it. She believed something was ringing that bell, just as surely as she believed something was turning that knob. Someone, she told herself, not something. 
 
    Gathering her resolve, Rule turned to Walter and Cash. She had to shout to be heard. “If someone is in here when I open this door, feel free to tackle them without warning.” She couldn’t do it. By law she had to announce her presence first, but Cash and Walter could act however they wanted, and if they decided to throw a few punches while they were at it, she’d somehow not see it. “Ready?” 
 
    Cash crouched down, ready to spring. When Rule saw him down like that, she remembered he’d been something of a football phenomenon back in the day. Refuge’s one and only football phenomenon. But like most people in town, he had picked up the trade of his father. 
 
    “Do it,” Cash said. 
 
    She twisted the heavy, metal door handle and pulled. The door swung open, revealing the ten-foot square space. Starting on the left was the staircase, leading up. And straight ahead was the bell rope, writhing back and forth like a wounded snake. The bell’s chime exploded from the doorway, sending three sets of hands to cover ears. Even if someone had been inside the steeple, she didn’t think Cash could have tackled anyone inside without permanently ruining his hearing. 
 
    But then, he did remove his hands from his ears. There wasn’t anyone to tackle, but there was a rope to hold. With grinding teeth, he leapt onto the rope, no doubt expecting his weight to hold the bell in place. But that’s not what happened. Cash was thrashed about, whipped back and forth, and within three seconds, flung free. His head struck the staircase, and he fell to his knees. 
 
    Without thinking, Rule rushed to his aid. For a moment, she was glad the bell was so loud; no one could hear her screaming. Fighting against the pain in her ears, she got her hands under Cash’s armpits and hoisted him up. He seemed to regain his senses at her touch and stood. Walter was at the door to receive him and they quickly retreated, slamming the door behind them. 
 
    “Becky,” Cash said, a trickle of blood rolling down his forehead. “What the fuck?” 
 
    What the fuck, indeed, she thought, but didn’t say anything. She understood why Dodge assumed this was supernatural. The bell was indeed ringing itself, and with enough force to man-handle all two hundred plus pounds of Cash Whittemore. 
 
    “I have some noise canceling headphones back at the house,” Walter said. “Maybe those would—” 
 
    The bell stopped ringing. 
 
    Rule pulled the door open. The rope gently swayed back and forth. 
 
    Her eyes turned toward the stairs. Could someone have been ringing the bell from higher up? Without a second thought, she hit the stairs, climbing quickly. After the excitement of the ringing bell, she found her breath hard to catch. She could feel her heartbeat pounding hard and fast. Could feel it in her neck. Her fingertips. She wondered what a heart attack felt like, and then stopped, clinging to the railing. 
 
    Feeling light-headed, she gripped the rail. She breathed deeply and slowly, willing her body to slow down, but her heartbeat—boomboomboom—raced along. Trying to distract herself, she looked up, searching for her perp. But no matter how badly she wanted to find someone, the steeple was empty. 
 
    Through the ringing in her ears, she heard a new sound. 
 
    Shouting. 
 
    Screaming. 
 
    From outside. “They’re getting away!” Cash said, and he ran for the steeple exit. 
 
    Rule wasn’t sure if Cash was right. Even if there was someone else inside the church, something was ringing that bell while Cash clung to the rope. Unless...she thought, picturing the only other way out of the steeple, which was safe only for birds and bats. Could someone have actually jumped? She followed Cash down the stairs, through the foyer and out the front door. 
 
    There was no mistaking what caused the others to shout, and it wasn’t a desperate perp who’d flung himself from the steeple. The air outside the church shimmered like heat rising from summer-time pavement. But that wasn’t all. The sky was alive with vivid red light. Refuge was pretty far north, and during peak sunspot activity, they occasionally got a glimpse of the aurora borealis. She’d seen it twice in her life—just faint waves of green sliding through the sky. Never anything like this. 
 
    She nearly toppled down the steps, but caught herself on the rail. No one noticed her near spill. She barely noticed it herself. All eyes were turned skyward, watching the waves of blood red light arch across the sky. Something about the sight was beautiful, but more than anything, it was awful. Ominous. While the night sky was still visible, stars and all, the waves of glowing red rolled across it. She stared up, wishing it would go away, hoping for a clear night sky, but the night continued to burn above her. It looked angry. Violent. The hair on her arms rose, as some primal part of her being screamed at her to run. 
 
    She looked at Cash, who met her gaze. He looked just as stunned as she felt. Before she could comment, Dodge spoke up again. “It’s not demons,” he declared. “It’s the Devil himself.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    When Deputy Frost met Griffin and Avalon in front of Soucey’s Market, she quickly read and translated the serious look in Griffin’s eyes as: Do not speak. She simply said, “Follow me,” and led them to the police station, a block past Memorial Park. It was hard to not ask about Avalon’s delirious state or the now constantly ringing church bell, but she managed to stay silent for the two-minute walk. Inside the small station, she led them past the processing desk, where she would normally book people brought in for a crime, which wasn’t very often. As she understood it, Lony wasn’t in trouble, she just needed to work off a bender...or something worse, by the looks of her. 
 
    Without a word spoken, she opened one of the two cells in the station’s back room. It was a small space with a cot, not designed for more than a single night’s stay. Frost unlocked the handcuffs and closed the cell door, locking Avalon inside. 
 
    Avalon all but collapsed on the cot. She opened her eyes, looked around the small space and groaned. “No toilet?” 
 
    “If you have to go, give a shout,” Frost said. 
 
    “You just want to see me with my pants down,” Avalon said, her speech slurred for a moment. “Always thought you were a lesbian.” 
 
    Frost glanced at Griffin, who just shook his head. Don’t respond. 
 
    “I’ll get you an extra pillow and a bucket,” Frost said, which garnered a nearly inaudible ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Frost returned to the front of the station with Griffin. She could see he wanted to talk, but she wanted to get that bucket before she forgot. “One sec,” she said, entering the bathroom where the storage closet was located. She paused in front of the mirror and noticed the quick jaunt into the early July humidity had made her ponytailed, smooth black hair into something resembling an explosion of wool. She wet her hands and attempted to smooth out her hair. When it didn’t cooperate, she frowned and said, “Damnit.” 
 
    Then she squinted at herself. What was she doing? She wasn’t the type of woman to wear makeup or push-up bras or jewelry. For one thing, she ran every day, and her body was pretty much everywhere it was supposed to be for a thirty-three year old woman. And unlike the sheriff’s hip-hugging uniform, hers was loose-fitting and did nothing to accentuate her femininity. So why was she worried about a few errant hairs? 
 
    Because Griff likes smooth hair, she thought, always has. Like Julie Barnes’s. Real-estate slut. But Griffin was off limits. She’d been close friends with Jess, his wife, before she’d died. Didn’t seem right to show an interest in her husband, now that she was gone. Of course, if Frost was honest, she’d been interested in Griffin when Jess was alive, too. “Get a fucking grip,” she growled at herself and headed for the door. 
 
    She exited the bathroom to find Griffin staring at her quizzically. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No bucket?” 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered, reentered the bathroom, found the bucket and returned to the office without meeting his eyes. When she entered the back room, Avalon was passed out on the cot, a puddle of vomit already on the floor. “Double shit.” 
 
    With a shake of her head, she unlocked and entered the cell, propping Avalon’s head up on a second pillow, covering her with a blanket and placing the pail next to her head. The puke could wait, Frost decided, and she turned toward the door. Griffin stood there, watching. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Just doing my job,” she replied, but his grin revealed he knew she was lying. Jail cells weren’t meant to be comfortable. 
 
    Back in the front office, she could hear the church bell running non-stop now, and she really wanted to be out there. She hated office duty. But she also understood why she needed to be here. Punching a seventeen year old kid was never a good idea. Still, the little douchebag deserved it. 
 
    Despite the ringing bell being the perfect segue out of the uncomfortable silence between them, she instead went with, “Any new paintings?” 
 
    Griffin was a surrealist painter who created huge images—oil on canvas—that Pastor Dodge had once called ‘monstrosities’ from the pulpit. As one of the few non-church goers in town, Griffin found himself on the receiving end of more than a few accusations of occult interests and devil worship, if not by Dodge himself, then by some of the older folks in town, a few of whom might personally remember the days when witches were burned at the stake. 
 
    “Finished one yesterday,” he replied. “Good thing, too. I don’t think I’ll be getting much done for a while.” He glanced toward the back room. 
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    Griffin leaned back, hands atop Deputy Sweeney’s desk. “Showed up last night. Asked me to help her detox. Apparently she’s...” He paused, eyes on the floor. “She’s addicted to Oxycontin. And I got a little more than I bargained for. I think she was probably still a little high when she asked for help, but once the craving set in...” He shook his head and sighed. “I’ve seen some pretty unstoppable people in my time, but she...she was feral. Lucky Becky found her when she did.” 
 
    Frost knew that Griffin was one of the few people in town who could get away with calling the sheriff by name while the woman was on duty, so she didn’t mention it. In fact, she didn’t say anything at all, which made her feel like an idiot, but she really just wanted to hug the man. It was probably the right thing for a friend to do, but her feelings got in the way. 
 
    Luckily, the ringing bell became so feverish and loud it was no longer possible to ignore. 
 
    “What the hell could ring that bell so fast?” Griffin said, standing from the desk. 
 
    They headed toward the front door together. Frost could feel the hot and humid air working hard to curl her hair again, but she managed to ignore it. Outside, the bell was so loud it hurt her ears. She turned toward the church and saw Pastor Dodge, Radar and Lisa Howard standing in front of the church, alongside a few others who had gathered to behold the spectacle. But most were backing away with their hands over their ears. The sheriff was nowhere in sight, which meant she’d probably gone inside. 
 
    Of course she’s inside, Frost thought with a pang of jealousy. Of all the nights for the town to get restless, it had to be the one she was on office duty. 
 
    “Want to go check it out?” Griffin asked. 
 
    She nearly replied in the affirmative, but caught herself. With Avalon in the cell, there was no way she could leave. 
 
    Griffin seemed to understand her hesitation and added, “Ava’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Frost sucked in a quick breath. Only Jess had called Avalon by that nickname. Griffin usually used her full name, unlike everyone else in town, who called her ‘Lony.’ The use of the nickname reinforced the idea for her that Griffin was off limits. “Can’t.” 
 
    But then, the bell stopped ringing, and despite her determination to shirk her feelings for Griffin, she was secretly pleased, because it meant he might not leave. When his hand wrapped around her arm and he spoke her name, “Helena,” with a calm sense of wonder, she became gripped by worry that he was going to break her rule for her. When she turned to look in his eyes, he wasn’t looking at her, he was looking up. 
 
    She followed his gaze and found the sky above was moving and flexing like a great big red blanket, lit from the back side, as if it was being shaken over Refuge. She could hear the people by the church shouting now, but paid them no attention. “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing good,” Griffin said. 
 
    Despite the beauty of the sight, Griffin’s confident declaration concerned her greatly. It wasn’t the words exactly, but the fear behind them. Griffin Butler didn’t scare easily. 
 
    He dug into his pocket, pulled out a cell phone and quickly dialed. The phone rested against his ear for just a moment. When he yanked it away, even she could hear the high pitched squeal emanating from the speaker. She quickly tried her phone and got the same result. She tried the radio next, intending to check in with Rule, but it shrieked at her too. 
 
    For a moment, she locked eyes with Griffin, and then they ran inside the station, each trying a different landline phone. “Dead,” she declared. 
 
    “Same,” he said moving to a computer. He clicked the mouse three times. “No internet. Do you have a satellite phone?” 
 
    “Why would a small-town police station have a satellite phone?” 
 
    “Right,” he said, heading for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I have one.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” She nearly said she was coming, but she remembered her job. She couldn’t leave Lony here, even if the sky was falling. She could, however, double-check whether the sky was, in fact, falling. She stepped outside with Griffin and looked up. 
 
    The sky warbled with rolls of red, like the night itself was bleeding. 
 
    A tightness gripped her chest. She reached out instinctively, grasping Griffin’s arm. She knew others might see her fear as a sign of weakness, but if she could share her inner frailty with anyone in town, it was Griffin. 
 
    “Something’s very wrong,” she said. 
 
    He checked his phone again. It no longer shrieked at them, but there was still no signal. “There’s a lot wrong tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” she said and then specified, “We should still hear the fireworks.” 
 
    “They probably stopped them when...” He pointed to the sky, “...you know.” 
 
    Maybe, she thought, but the fireworks in Ashland had become a pretty big deal because they were one of the few towns in the region to have a big fireworks display. She was pretty sure the whole show was run by a computer that wouldn’t stop because of some lights in the skies, and it was possible that the crowds might think it was part of the show. Lasers or something. 
 
    But there was something else nagging at her, something different that she couldn’t quite put a finger on, until she did. She turned her head toward the black and red sky. The full moon at its core warbled in and out of view. “Griff,” she said, tugging on his shirt. “The moon. When we entered the station, it was still on the horizon.” 
 
    He craned his head back, looking up. His shoulders dropped the way a man’s does when he’s been defeated by life. He whispered a curse and turned to Frost. “It wasn’t full, either.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Rule stood dumbfounded, staring up at the sky above the church like she’d seen the good Lord himself perched atop the steeple. The red sky would have been strange on its own, but the way it coincided with the ringing bell and the wavering air suggested all three phenomena were part of the same strange event. 
 
    She didn’t want to fuel Dodge’s belief that the Devil was involved, but she couldn’t deny the event smacked of the supernatural. What else could turn the night sky blood red and send a church bell into a fevered spasm? 
 
    “Sheriff,” Cash said quietly, as though speaking any louder would bring about the apocalypse. “Laurie’s working at the diner tonight.” 
 
    His body language was apologetic, but urgent. She could tell he was going to leave no matter what, but he was being polite about it. “Go.” 
 
    “If you need me,” he said, taking a step back. 
 
    She nodded. “You’ll be at the diner or your place.” 
 
    “Or Laurie’s,” he added. “You know how she gets.” 
 
    Rule knew very well. At least thirty percent of their calls came from Laurie Whittemore, Cash’s younger sister. A stiff breeze could send the girl into a panic. She’d only ever had one serious man in her life, Henry Something from Concord, but he only lasted six months on account of how frequently she woke him up at night, claiming someone was in the house. Rule had gotten to know Henry pretty well during those months. Saw him a few days a week, and then not at all. Poor Laurie, Rule thought. Being a nice gal just isn’t enough when you have the emotional constitution of an abused chinchilla. 
 
    “Anyone you see on the way or at the diner,” Rule said, “You tell ’em to go home. Nothing bad is happening. We’re taking care of it.” 
 
    Cash glanced up at the now silent church steeple, his eyes communicating that he knew better, that none of them really knew what was happening. 
 
    “You don’t have to believe it,” she added. “Just tell ’em.” 
 
    “Will do, Sheriff,” Cash said, and began jogging to his pickup truck. 
 
    “Sheriff,” Walter said. He had the same look on his face as Cash, but he didn’t have a sister in town. Or a wife. Or kids. The Brick House was his family, and right now, it was unattended. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said, and waved him away. 
 
    “My phone’s not working,” someone said, taking Rule’s attention away from Walter. She dug into her too-tight pocket, pulled out her phone and switched it on. The screen worked fine, but her usual three-bar status showed a circle with a line through it. 
 
    No signal. 
 
    She tried her radio next. There was a brief, high-pitched squeal and then silence. “Frost, this is Rule. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” came Frost’s reply. “Do you see this?” 
 
    “Where are you?” Rule asked. 
 
    “Station steps.” 
 
    Rule turned toward the station. She could see Frost and Griffin standing on the front steps. Frost gave an urgent wave, while Griffin kept his eyes on the shifting sky. She toggled the radio. “Listen, our job isn’t to figure out what happened; it’s to keep people safe.” She glanced at Dodge. “People are going to take this all sorts of ways, and we need to make sure no one causes any trouble. Understood?” 
 
    “Copy that,” Frost said, her voice calm and back to business. She was a good officer, and Rule secretly hoped Frost could one day reign in that temper of hers and become the next Sheriff. Ultimately, it was up to the people of Refuge, so she’d have to stop punching people sooner or later. Preferably sooner than later. 
 
    Cash’s truck roared to life across the street. He pulled out into the road and performed a wide U-turn. He gave a wave as he passed and then sped off down Main Street, headed north. She waited for the sound of his engine to fade before speaking. 
 
    “Griffin, can you hear me?” Rule asked, and she knew he could because he looked down when she said his name. “If you’re not planning on going anywhere, could you man the phones tonight, so Frost can help me around town?” 
 
    A breeze washed over her, carrying a foreign odor she couldn’t identify, but the air was dry and tickled her throat. Her first thought was that there was a fire, but she couldn’t smell smoke. It was almost like...salt. 
 
    “Becky.” It was Griffin’s voice on the radio. She turned to the station and saw him looking at her. “The phones are out. Even the land lines. We’re completely cut off.” 
 
    Rule nearly asked why they still had power, but remembered that the town was self-sufficient. 
 
    “But...” Griffin continued, sounding grave. “I’m not sure...” The radio went silent, and she saw him lower his radio for a moment before bringing it back to his mouth. “We should speak in person.” 
 
    She was about to ask why when Dodge appeared at her side, eyes wide. “What’s wrong? What doesn’t he want us to know?” 
 
    She shook her head as casually as possible and forced a smile. “It’s nothing, Pastor. Phones are out is all. Nothing to worry about, and it’s not the Devil.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” he said. 
 
    “Can and do,” she replied. “And if I hear about you spreading that kind of nonsense around town, I’ll lock you up.” 
 
    Dodge reacted like he’d been slapped. “Nonsense? Lock me up? For what?” 
 
    “Incitin’ a panic.” 
 
    The man nearly argued, but had the good sense to close his trap. 
 
    As the few remnants of Refuge’s population began to emerge from nearby homes, looking up at the sky, a small crowd began to form in front of the church. Rule would have to address them soon, before the rumor mill began to churn out end-of-the-world scenarios and the pastor found his voice again. Before that could happen though, she needed to get organized, and if Griffin had answers, she’d need those too. 
 
    She turned to Radar and Lisa as she started toward the station. “You two head home. I’ll keep this from your parents for now, but we’re going to have to work out something with Pastor Dodge.” 
 
    Radar nodded rapidly, looking supremely relieved. Although the town might be worried about nuclear war or Satan’s imminent appearance, Radar was more worried about his father. And she knew Dodge would agree to keep things silent. Radar’s father was one devil they could all agree on. 
 
    The kids ran into the quasi-darkness, eerily lit by the glowing red sky and the partially concealed full moon. They headed to their homes two blocks away, at the base of Black Job Hill. Rule stomped toward the station. Her feet ached from all the walking, but she barely noticed. Something else nagged at her, tugging at the back of her mind. Something... 
 
    She stopped in the middle of Main Street, looking in both directions. There wasn’t a car in sight, and the center of town was well lit by a series of street lights staggered on either side of the street, each holding an American flag. One by one, she saw the flags at the far end of town snap toward her. 
 
    A wind is coming, she realized, and she squinted her eyes. The flags next to her snapped hard when the wind hit. Rule’s hat was torn from her head. But the removal of her hat went unnoticed. The sting of whipping grit across her cheeks held her full attention. She raised her arms over her face and waited out the gust. 
 
    The wind died down. The flags hung limp. Rule lowered her arms and played her tongue around her mouth. What the hell? she thought, isolating a small, hard grain in her mouth and spitting it into her hand. 
 
    Sand. 
 
    A thin film of it covered the road. She leaned forward and shook her hands through her hair, messing it up more than she would have preferred, but the grit against her skull was already starting to annoy her. The sand fell like thick dandruff, bouncing on the macadam around her feet. 
 
    She heard the scuff of feet behind her. She turned to find Griffin bending to pick up her sheriff’s hat. He dusted it off and handed it back to her. 
 
    “There’s a sand pile in Ashland for when the roads get icy,” she said, answering the question she thought he was going to ask. “But I don’t see how a wind could carry it all the way here. They keep it covered most of the year. Though that would explain the smell in the air.” 
 
    Griffin looked confused, but sniffed the air and said, “Salt.” 
 
    “It’s got to be from Ashland,” she said, trying to convince herself, but not really believing it. 
 
    “Becky,” he said. “I think the sand might be the least of our worries.” 
 
    This got her attention. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The sound of screeching tires filled the air. A car, headlights out, tore around a side street corner and barreled toward them. 
 
    “Look out!” both Rule and Griffin shouted in unison and moved to tackle each other out of the way, but the driver saw them and hit the brakes. Tires squealed over the pavement, and the sporty SUV swung to the side, stopping ten feet away. 
 
    Without missing a beat, the driver’s side door popped open and a half-dressed Winslow Herman sprang barefoot onto the road, while Carol Herman, still in the passenger’s seat, put the vehicle in park and turned on the hazards. 
 
    “Winslow,” Rule chided, “What in the name of God’s green—” 
 
    “The stars!” he shouted, wide-eyed. “The stars!” 
 
    Rule looked up at the sky. Aside from the red glow occasionally concealing them, the stars, in her opinion, were right where they should be—above her head. But then she noticed something that was wrong. “The moon...” 
 
    “That’s what I was going to tell you,” Griffin said. “The moon shouldn’t be full, and it shouldn’t be overhead.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” Winslow said, his voice shaking with either excitement or panic. “The stars...they’re all wrong. They’re not our stars. And neither is the moon.” 
 
    Rule nearly argued, but quickly saw that he was right. She’d looked at the moon a lot as a kid. Her father had been obsessed with the lunar landings. And she’d even looked at the moon through Winslow’s telescope a few times. The pattern of shadows and craters had become familiar to her. But not anymore. The sphere above her head was a stranger. The craters weren’t where they were supposed to be. 
 
    She wanted to ask ‘What does it mean?’ but that was the obvious next question, and Winslow answered it with his usual informed tone, as though explaining a scientific law. “We’re no longer on Earth.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Phillip Beaumont lifted his head with a groan. Without thought, he put his hand to his head and winced. The pain was intense—a combination of a deep, throbbing pain and the sharp sting of salty fingers touching an open wound. 
 
    What happened? he thought, blinking his eyes. Everything was blurry—not because of an injury but because his glasses were missing. 
 
    He searched the area with his hands, patting his pants, which were sticky. He searched the seat beneath him and then absentmindedly placed a hand on his belly. He quickly recognized the hard, smooth surface of a lens. It wasn’t his glasses, but at least he could see. 
 
    With one eye closed, he raised the lens to his right eye and the world came into focus. He was in his truck, but a white sheet had been thrown over the steering wheel. 
 
    Not a sheet, his mind told him, the airbag. 
 
    His memory scratched at the inside of his skull, clawing its way back to the surface. He looked down to his blue jeans, now darkly stained. He couldn’t make out the color in the low illumination from the truck’s lit dome light. But then the scent of old copper tickled his nose, and he knew what it was: blood. 
 
    A lot of blood. 
 
    But not his. Whoever had lost that much blood was... 
 
    A swirl of hair resting on his leg caught his attention. He took hold of it between his shaking fingers and lifted. He immediately recognized the straight black strands as belonging to his wife, Susie. A trembling scream rose up in his throat and burst from his lungs, when he saw the chunk of flesh dangling from the hair’s end. 
 
    He dropped the hair and nearly lost hold of the lens, but managed to clutch it in his fist. Tears blurred his vision further as he wept. He remembered. 
 
    Remembered everything. 
 
    He was driving too fast, squealing the tires around the curvy country road, trying to reach Ashland before the fireworks began. But they didn’t make it. When the fire red explosion blossomed in the sky, both girls began crying, Susie started yelling and while his eyes were craned upward, watching the embers turn orange and slip back toward the distant Earth, a deer leapt in front of the truck. 
 
    He saw the animal as a blur of motion and reacted by turning the wheel hard to the left. His right bumper caught the deer in the side and knocked it down to the pavement, where it was struck by the right front tire. The mammoth vehicle bucked wildly and launched off the road. 
 
    With just thirty feet of grass between the truck and the line of hundred-foot pine trees, Beaumont had just a second to make a choice: crash headlong at near full speed, turn left, slow down and dull the impact, or turn right. 
 
    Both girls were seated on the left side of the vehicle, right behind him, so he made a choice. 
 
    He turned left, hopefully slowing the vehicle and sparing his daughters—and himself—from the direct force of the impact. At the time, his mind hadn’t fully comprehended the full ramifications of his choice. But he understood it now. He’d killed his wife to save his girls. And it wasn’t an accident, not to the courts. He’d been speeding. Driving recklessly. Hell, Sheriff Rule had seen him speeding away from town. It was manslaughter, plain and simple. He’d go to jail and lose the... 
 
    Girls! 
 
    He unclipped his seatbelt, and with a groan of pain, he spun around to look at the back seat. With the lens against his eye, he looked at the empty seats with a sense of relief. The windows were up and the door was closed. They hadn’t been thrown out, so they must have left on their own. He searched the seats for blood and saw just a small smudge on the window. 
 
    They’re okay, he told himself. But then he realized they’d left him there. They think I’m dead, too. He faced forward again and caught sight of his wife as he turned. It was just a flash, but it was enough. A pine tree had basically forced its way into the cab of the truck. Buckled in her belt, Susie had been torn apart at the waist and neck. Shards of metal from the door and ceiling had mutilated the rest of her. If she hadn’t been sitting next to him in their truck, he wouldn’t have been able to recognize her. 
 
    He fumbled with the truck’s handle, wrenched it open and fell to the tall grass on the side of the road. Vomit exploded from his mouth, matting down the grass. Two dry heaves followed. As he caught his breath, his thoughts began to clear. 
 
    The girls, he thought, forcing away images of Susie’s body. I have to find the girls. 
 
    He stood on unsteady legs, waiting for a moment, testing his weight to see if anything was broken. To his surprise he seemed mostly intact, except for the nasty gouge on his forehead. He stumbled up the rise, finding forward movement far more difficult than simply standing. 
 
    He fell to his knees and stifled a shout when he found himself looking into the eyes of a very dead deer, its insides uncoiled in the road and crushed by his truck’s tires. 
 
    Catching his breath, Beaumont fished out his phone. Thank God, he thought, when the now-cracked screen glowed brightly. He dialed 911 and held the phone to his ear. Nothing. He lowered the phone and looked at the signal indicator. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. He was on his own until someone drove by. 
 
    He got back to his feet, stumbled a few steps toward town and stopped. The girls were eight and ten. Smart kids, but after an accident, with both of their parents presumed dead, the panicked pair might not have headed for town. They might not even be on the road. 
 
    His chest ached as he filled his lungs. He realized he might have a few broken ribs, but he ignored the pain. With a shriek of desperation, he screamed, “Alice! Joy! Can you hear me?” 
 
    He staggered, waiting for a reply. 
 
    There was only silence. He took another long inhalation and nearly began coughing from the dryness of the air, but turned the urge to cough into a shout, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Joy! Alice!” 
 
    He listened, holding his breath. And this time, he got a reply from the south, “Daddy! Help!” Alice’s voice. 
 
    They’re headed away from town, was his first thought, but it was quickly followed by, ‘Help?’ Was one of them hurt badly? 
 
    He was about to shout again, when Joy’s high pitched voice cut through the night. “Hurry! He has us!” 
 
    He has us. 
 
    He! 
 
    The girls weren’t headed in the wrong direction on their own. They were being taken! 
 
    Beaumont took one step in their direction and then realized he was in no condition to fight someone for his daughters. Ignoring the thunderous pain in his body, he ran back to the truck, tore open the door and lunged for the gun rack behind the back seat. The Mossberg 12 gauge shotgun was still securely mounted. Unlike his collection of hunting rifles, the Mossberg was for home defense, or in this case, vehicle defense. He pulled it free and spun around. Without a second thought, he leaned past his wife’s wrecked body, feeling what remained of her head on his shoulder and reached into the already open glove box. He found his spare pair of glasses and put them on. Then he quickly recovered the small box of shells, yanked it out and jumped from the car. 
 
    He ran slowly at first, carefully loading six shells into the shotgun. He pumped it once, chambering a round, and then he poured on the steam, running into the dark, which was lit by the full moon above and the LED flashlight mounted on the weapon’s front. 
 
    “Girls!” he shouted, hoping to discern which direction to run and how far away they might be. 
 
    But there was no reply, so he ran faster...for fifty feet, when he came to a sudden, sliding stop that planted him firmly on his ass. Confused by what had tripped him up, he aimed the shotgun forward, lighting the scene. He kicked back and climbed to his feet, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. The road ended like it was a tomato, cut clean through by a knife. Where the road ended was nothing but sand, for as far at the flashlight could reach. 
 
    Sand. 
 
    And footprints. 
 
    Large footprints. 
 
    One set. 
 
    And they weren’t just large, they were deep and unsettlingly not human. He tried to think about what, in New Hampshire, could have made such large footprints, but nothing made sense. Not that he could see details. The general shape of the prints was lost in the sand, and that’s what disturbed him the most. Because while the footprints were strange, the sand was something closer to otherworldly. 
 
    How did it get here? Where’s the road? The forest? How did this happen? 
 
    But, ultimately, his attention remained on the prints. The single set of prints. 
 
    The girls are being carried, Phillip Beaumont thought. Blinded by fear for his daughters, he charged ahead, running up the side of a long sand dune that shouldn’t be there, and he disappeared over the other side. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Winslow, I hear what you’re saying, and I’m seeing the same thing as you, but there ain’t no way I’m believing we’re not on Earth.” Rule had her arms crossed over her chest. The very notion of what he was saying just felt wrong. Impossible. The man might have been a genius once, but he’d clearly lost his mind. Of course—she glanced up—the moon did look different. “It’s still the moon,” she added, vocalizing her internal debate. “It might look off, but if we were on another planet—which might damn well be the most ridiculous words ever to come outta my mouth—what are the odds it would have a moon just like ours but slightly different?” 
 
    Rule was relieved to hear Griffin say, “She’s right.” He took a deep breath. “The air is breathable.” He hopped up and down. “Gravity is the same.” He looked around town. “And as far as I can see, we’re still in Refuge, New Hampshire.” 
 
    If Wilson was hearing them, he gave no indication. He just stared at the sky, mumbling to himself. 
 
    Carol came around the SUV. She was fully clothed, but looked disheveled and had grass in her hair. It didn’t take much of an imagination to figure out what these two had been up to when things went wacky. 
 
    “Becky,” Carol said in greeting. “Griff.” 
 
    Rule nearly corrected Carol’s use of her first name, but she was growing tired of the fight. She’d been ‘Becky Rule’ to the folks in town far longer than she’d been ‘Sheriff.’ She’d always been a person of authority—principal of the middle school during her late twenties and early thirties, then president of the Town Council, which was a part-time position, but just one step beneath mayor. She babysat on the side during those days, which coincided with an economic depression in the region, resulting in a higher crime rate and a rash of drunkenness. Bar fights became common. A couple of twenty-somethings drove their Camaro into a tree and died. And then Sheriff Weldon, her predecessor, went and had a heart attack. 
 
    It was two days later that her husband, Bernie, a dear sweet man who preferred fishing over talking, was struck down, not more than fifty feet from where Rule now stood. The driver was never found—there wasn’t a Sheriff to lead the search—but witnesses described the female driver as being drunk. That no one recognized the woman or the vehicle meant she was from out of town, but that didn’t change Rule’s reaction to the loss of her high-school sweetheart and long-time companion. 
 
    Two years later, after breezing through training, she was unanimously voted in as Sheriff, and with a ferocity no one could have predicted, she set about cleaning up the town. She was a natural leader, an ever present public figure and a world-renowned stickler. In her first year, she and those serving under her, issued more tickets than in the previous five years combined. People drank more responsibly, sped less and there hadn’t been a violent crime in four years. Rule knew she couldn’t take all the credit, though. The government grant and the new construction all around town had also brought a lot of money to the area. Not to folks like Cash, but for most, Refuge had never been as prosperous. 
 
    Carol stepped up next to her husband and looked up. “What do you see?” 
 
    Unlike Rule or Griffin, Carol got his instant attention. “They’re right. This is still Earth, but not.” 
 
    “Explain,” Rule said sternly. 
 
    “Well...” He adjusted his glasses and pointed to the night sky. “I see Mars and Venus. They’re out of position for this time of year, but they’re there. And Griff is right about the air and the gravity.” He looked at Rule. “And you’re right about the moon. It’s a statistical impossibility that another planet would have a moon that was the same diameter, equal distance and approximate lumens as Earth’s moon.” 
 
    “Could something have changed our perception of space?” Griffin asked. When Winslow just twitched his beard back and forth, Griffin elaborated. “I mean, we’re seeing some pretty crazy visual distortions. Maybe there’s something screwy in the atmosphere? Some kind of gas?” 
 
    “Bending the light,” Winslow said. “Distorting the image, so the stars are out of position and the face of the moon looks different?” 
 
    Rule didn’t point out that the light bending theory didn’t explain why the half moon was now full, or how it had leapt to an entirely different position in the sky, but all the speculation in the world wasn’t going to calm people down. She heard voices rising from the front of the church. Case in point. “Winslow...” Rule said, and he didn’t reply again. 
 
    “Winslow, honey,” Carol said, and he looked right at her. “Becky’s talking to you.” 
 
    He turned to face her. “Sorry, this is...ahh, this is pretty exciting.” 
 
    Not the words Rule would have chosen, but she might agree in a few days, after she knew everyone was safe. She nodded toward the group gathered around Pastor Dodge at the front of the church. “I need you to go tell them the same thing, that this is all a visual distortion.” 
 
    “Created by what?” Winslow asked. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Solar flare,” Rule said. She’d seen enough Neil Degrasse Tyson specials to know that a strong solar flare could not only cause the aurora borealis, but could mess with electronics and communications. One more visual distortion added to the mix would be believable to the group by the church, whose science education ranged between Ghost Hunters and the purple dinosaur, Barney, with Barney being the more intelligent of the two. 
 
    Winslow shook his head. “But I don’t think that—” 
 
    “Don’t matter what you think,” Rule said. “Matters what they think.” 
 
    Winslow looked toward the group, whose voices were rising in pitch. He nodded. “To calm things down.” 
 
    “Exactly. Just talk some scientific circles around them. Make them feel safe. Then I’ll come over and tell ’em to go home.” 
 
    “And then,” he said, “We’ll figure out just what is happening.” 
 
    It was a statement. Not a question. But she agreed with every fiber of her being. “Damn straight, we will.” 
 
    “Okay,” Winslow said, and he headed toward the crowd, walking in a casual gait that was completely contrary to his tire-squealing arrival. She hoped no one would notice the change, and they would just believe his big words. Hell, if he’d given her an explanation that made any kind of sense, she would have believed him. Would have been happier that way, too. On another planet... She shook her head at the ridiculous turn her night of parking-ticket bliss had taken. 
 
    “Hey,” Griff said, touching her elbow. 
 
    She could hear his words starting to form, but she cut him off. “If you’re going to talk about other planets or gravity or bending light, save it. I need a mental breather.” 
 
    He laughed, and it was about the nicest thing she’d heard all night. She liked to hear him laugh—not because it sounded like anything special, but because she hadn’t heard it much in recent years. She couldn’t help but smile, which made her whole body relax. She hadn’t realized how tense she’d been until that moment. 
 
    “I have a satellite phone back at the house,” he said, pointing his thumb back over his shoulder. He lived just a few blocks away, like most people in town, not far from Radar’s house. “Something tells me it’s not going to work, either, but I think we need to try.” 
 
    “It’s that or drive to Ashland,” she agreed. “But I think I’ll be doing that next.” 
 
    “If you do, take Frost,” he said. 
 
    “Not sure I should leave the town unattended. Frost will stay at the station with Avalon.” 
 
    “And I’m not sure you should be alone tonight.” 
 
    Not many people could get away with talking to her so casually. Luckily for Griffin, he was one of the few. She grinned. “You going to run for Mayor?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Griffin said. 
 
    “Well, you’re gonna have to, if you want to boss me around.” She gave him a grin to let him know she was teasing and then added, “But I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “Be back in twenty,” he said, and he jogged away. 
 
    “Make sure Radar and Lisa made it home okay,” she shouted after him, and he waved to let her know he had heard her. She nearly asked him why he wasn’t taking his car, but then she remembered she hadn’t seen it. He’d been searching for Avalon on foot, or, she thought, Walter gave him a courtesy call. He must have run the few blocks to the Brick House, intending to drive her little red number back home. 
 
    Loud voices turned her attention back to the church, just as Carol, in a nervous voice said, “Becky...” Winslow was backing away from the small crowd in front of the church. She couldn’t hear the words, but it sounded like he was being scornfully admonished by Pastor Dodge. 
 
    Rule sighed, put on her deadpan face and started for the group. She stepped around Winslow and stopped the flow of humanity as though she were Jupiter and they were her moons, unable to break away. “I don’t know what kind of nonsense is being spoken over here, and I don’t really want to know. What Dr. Herman here told you is the truth. Ain’t no way around it.” 
 
    “But the sky is red,” someone said, and while it wasn’t said outright, Rule could read between the lines. Red was the color of the Devil, at least as he was portrayed in American pop culture, which also gave angels wings and made Jesus a trim-bearded white man. 
 
    “It looks alive,” a woman said. “I feel watched.” 
 
    The only thing alive was the paranoia eating these people up. Natural phenomena, no matter how strange, could be reduced to science. Although some declared tsunamis, hurricanes and earthquakes were God’s wrath, Rule understood that physics dictated such things, whether you believed God created the world or not. 
 
    She saw the pastor’s mouth open slowly, but didn’t intend to give that motor-mouth a chance to get revved up. “Now we’ve all had a crazy night. Some interesting things have taken place—” She set her eyes on the pastor, letting him know this next bit was for him, “for some more than others.” She glanced at his lady friend who hung back at the fringe of the group. The woman wilted under the attention and the clear message. 
 
    Back to Dodge. “Everyone needs to go home. Go to bed. If you had plans for the fourth, they’re cancelled. If you’re waiting for family or friends from Ashland, chances are they’re going to be delayed on account of the strangeness. So just go to bed, and in the morning, I’ll have answers for all of you. I promise.” 
 
    Dodge frowned, but it lasted just a moment before he pushed it away and replaced his true expression with a smile. 
 
    How many Sunday mornings does he pull that trick, she wondered. 
 
    “You heard the Sheriff,” he said. “Go home. Pray for our missing—” 
 
    Our missing? He’s baiting me, she decided, but she let it slide. 
 
    “—and thank God we’re all safe,” the pastor continued. “We’ll meet back here first thing in the morning. Seven a.m. We’ll have coffee and donuts in the foyer.” 
 
    Coffee and donuts placated a congregation like nothing else on the planet. The group quieted and began dispersing. She wasn’t happy about being told when she’d be addressing the town, but seeing as how she’d likely be awake all night, an early morning meeting would be for the best. 
 
    When he finished saying quick goodbyes, Dodge turned to her and said, “Where do we start?” 
 
    “You can start by going home and taking your...whatever she is, with you. I don’t want anyone not coming home from Ashland driving on the roads and confusing things.” 
 
    They locked eyes for a few seconds. He then walked away, approached the woman from the bar and handed her his keys. He returned with a snarky grin that Rule nearly slapped off of him. “She knows where I live.” 
 
    “I bet she does,” Rule replied. “But you’re still not—” 
 
    “Most of this town trusts me more than you, and far more than the Mayor. You’re going to need me to support whatever lie you tell them in the morning, so I want to know what’s really going on.” 
 
    That surprised her. “No demons? No Devil? You’re really after the truth?” 
 
    “I’m not barring out the supernatural, but I recognize it could be something more...mundane.” 
 
    “Or scientific,” Winslow clarified. The two men couldn’t be further apart on the spectrum of personal beliefs. But Dodge gave a nod. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Dodge said. “They’ll swallow it a lot better coming from me.” 
 
    “If you get in my way,” Rule said, “I’ll lock you in a cell for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “You won’t even know I’m there,” Dodge said with a satisfied grin. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Winslow said, and when Carol began to complain, he added, “Go home. Get some rest. We’ll have it figured out by morning.” 
 
    Carol relented, and the pair said their goodbyes before she drove away, leaving Rule in the middle of Main Street with Dodge and Winslow Herman. 
 
    Winslow clapped his hands together and rubbed them back and forth like he was about to dig into a big plate of baby-back ribs. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Rule laid it out for them, plain and simple, so they knew she wasn’t joking. “We’re going to go to the station and have a sit.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Griffin Butler saw motion to his right. A rustle of leaves accompanied the shifting shadow behind a thick rhododendron, framed on either side by small white Cape Cod style homes. Standing in the shade of an oak tree, hidden from the nearby streetlight, he paused, gave the neighborhood a quick once over and said, “It’s just me. You can come out.” 
 
    Two shapes emerged from the protective shroud of the bush. As they came into the light, Griffin stepped into the street and crossed over toward them. 
 
    “Mr. Butler...” Radar said, his voice apologetic. 
 
    “The Sheriff asked me to check on you,” Griffin said. “She’s the only person I’m going to report to.” 
 
    The boy relaxed, and the transformation made Griffin angry. What had the boy’s father done to make him so afraid? There were rumors, of course. Stories about belts and fists and the hiding of bruises, but they were such stereotypes, Griffin wasn’t sure which were real and which were inspired by a Lifetime Network made-for-TV movie. Rule knew more than most, but she wasn’t sharing, which was a testament to her professionalism, but since Radar still lived at home and his father wasn’t locked up, clearly nothing had been proven. 
 
    “Do—do you know what’s wrong with the sky?” Lisa asked. She held on to Radar’s thin arm like he was the only thing holding her to the ground. 
 
    Griffin turned his head to the night sky. It was still cloaked in waves of translucent red. The way they moved, sliding through the sky like a sinister fog, made him nervous. Made everyone nervous. And not just because it shouldn’t be there. There was just something...off about it. Something not right. He tried to sound casual and confident. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Do you think it could be, like a poisonous gas or something?” Radar asked. “A chemical attack?” 
 
    “You know I was in the military, right?” Griffin asked. Both kids nodded. “I can promise you both, Refuge has absolutely no strategic value. If there were a nuclear war, this would be one of the few places left untouched on the planet. Why do you think they named it Refuge?” 
 
    Radar half smiled. “I guess.” 
 
    “Might want to get inside soon, though,” Griffin advised. “Won’t be long before people start driving back from Ashland.” 
 
    “We were watching for headlights,” Lisa said, standing behind Radar. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment. Watching for headlights wasn’t the only thing these two were doing inside the rhododendron. But it explained how he was able to sneak up on them. He smiled without realizing it. 
 
    “What is it?” Radar asked, sounding nervous, like he’d been caught doing something, which in a sense, he had been. 
 
    “Just realized I’ve seen you two playing inside and around that bush for most of your lives.” 
 
    Radar looked back at the big plant, then at Lisa. “Yeah...” 
 
    “Of course, I’ve never seen you come out looking so guilty.” Before Radar could react, Griffin burst out laughing. After everything that had happened that night, with Avalon, with the bell, and the stars, he needed a release and found it by teasing Radar. Happily, the boy was able to find the humor in the jab and joined in the laughter, followed by Lisa, who sounded a little less comfortable. 
 
    Griffin wiped a tear from his eye and controlled himself. “Listen, you guys can go to your separate houses if you want, or you can stay in the bush. It’s your call, but don’t leave, okay? Sheriff wants to know that you’re here and that you’re safe.” 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    Griffin tilted his head toward his home, which was two houses down on the opposite side of the street. “I’m going to my house to pick something up. I’ll be in and out inside of ten minutes. With the phones out, if you need anything, or have an emergency, you head straight for the police station. If Frost or Rule aren’t there, I will be.” 
 
    Nods again. 
 
    “Good.” He took two steps away, heading for his house. 
 
    Lisa stopped him. “Is everything going to be okay? Are our families okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s going to be fine,” Griffin said. “Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    Lisa smiled slightly, in a way that said she knew he was lying, but that she appreciated it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Radar said, heading back toward the rhododendron. 
 
    Griffin made for his house. He glanced back over his shoulder. If Radar and Lisa were back in the bush, he couldn’t tell. They’re good at hiding, he thought, and he wondered how much of that was a learned defense for Radar. 
 
    He slipped past the open gate of his white picket fence that he’d been meaning to remove for several years. The iconic symbol of the suburban American dream just mocked him now. His daughter was a strung-out addict and he was a single father, who had failed miserably at helping his one and only child adapt to life without a mother. 
 
    He might have succeeded if Jess had died suddenly. He sometimes felt jealous of Becky. Her husband’s death was tragic, but it also gave her drive and purpose. He would never tell her to her face, but she’d become a better and stronger woman as a result. Jess’s death had been long and slow. The cancer had tortured her, and when she’d fought back, it fought harder. Two years of treatment, of long drives to Boston and of sleepless nights, had left him broken and weary—so much so that he’d never noticed how it all had affected Avalon. She was sixteen when Jess had been diagnosed. Eighteen when her mother had died. Avalon moved out a month later. Six months after that, she went to California with some friends. He fooled himself into hoping the change of scenery would do her good, but that clearly had not been the case. 
 
    The front door was unlocked. He didn’t know anyone in town who locked their house or car, unless they traveled to Concord or Manch-Vegas. At least not since Becky had become the sheriff. The town went through a few rough years, but they were in the past now. 
 
    The light switch just inside the door clicked beneath the weight of his finger, but it produced no results. Damnit, he thought, shaking his head. He’d been one of the few people to not retrofit their homes. It wasn’t because he disagreed with the effort; he just didn’t want to ruin Jess’s home. Perhaps it was time to move past his sentimentality. 
 
    He took the stairs two at a time, each one groaning under his weight. The old Victorian home had been Jess’s dream house. It wasn’t exactly Griffin’s style, but he couldn’t bring himself to sell it, and the large rooms made for excellent studio space for his large paintings. He didn’t make a lot of money, despite being well known and respected in the art world. His work had even been compared favorably to Bosch. But not many people could afford what he charged for his fifteen-foot long monstrosities. He only needed to sell a few every year to make a living, which was another benefit to staying in Refuge. Everything was so damn cheap. 
 
    He paused in front of his studio door, looking into the dark space. Moonlight streamed through the windows, creating rectangles of light on the dark hardwood floor. A shiver ran up his back. He couldn’t see the recently finished painting, but he could see the twisted, dark image in his mind’s eye. After the strange night he’d had, that kind of darkness, inspired by his very real past, was not something he wanted to dwell on. He took a long deep breath through his nose, letting the familiar scents of oil paint and turpentine return a sense of normalcy to his mind, and then he headed for the bedroom. 
 
    After gathering two flashlights and a strap-on headlamp from the top drawer of his bureau, he moved to the closet. He hadn’t had any need for the satellite phone in years, but he knew exactly where it was. He slid a box of Jess’s clothing to the side—he’d manage to box it up, but resisted bringing it to the Salvation Army—and pulled out the fireproof safe. 
 
    It had been four years since he’d last opened the safe, but he quickly entered the combination and opened the lid. Inside was a stack of bills—$10,000 for emergencies—his passport, the satellite phone, his dog tags, an M9 handgun, a holster, three magazines and a box full of 9mm ammunition. He took out the phone and pressed the power button. As expected, it was dead. He’d have to recharge it back at the station. 
 
    He slid the phone in his pocket, rested his hands on the safe lid and looked down at the handgun. It had been a long time since he’d held it and even longer since he’d shot it. He reached for it, but stopped short. 
 
    Don’t be stupid, he told himself, you can’t shoot at a different moon. 
 
    The lid slapped closed, but he stopped before locking it. People in town were going to panic. It seemed obvious to him. Something in the world had gotten screwed up, and someone was going to do something stupid as a result. And if he was going to be manning the station while Rule and Frost dealt with the town... 
 
    He opened the safe and picked up the M9. He loaded the magazines and slapped one into the handle of the pistol, but he didn’t chamber a round. The two spare magazines went in his jeans pocket, which was already full with his wallet. But the other side now held two phones and his keys. He considered breaking out his old cargo pants, but opted for simplification instead. He removed the wallet, but kept his driver’s license, in case State Troopers showed up. He put his key chain, which held ten different keys and a collection of tiny knickknacks on the bureau, but kept his car key. Better, he thought, and then he clipped the now holstered gun to his belt where everyone could see it. 
 
    As he left the house, he considered walking back to the station. It wasn’t far. But he opened the silver Ford Fusion’s door and started the engine for the same reason he’d taken the gun. If shit started flying in the town of Refuge, he wanted to be able to move himself—and Avalon—out of the way quickly. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Rule sat behind her desk in the wide, open, front room of the station. She hadn’t moved since placing herself in the seat and leaning back. Normally she resisted sitting. Unless there was paperwork on the desk and a pen in her hand, sitting felt stagnant. Like a swamp. And Rule hated swamps. Mostly because they stunk, a fact she learned as a child when she slipped off a log and landed in some old brown water full of very green and slimy frog eggs. That’s what sitting felt like to her. But tonight, she welcomed the chair’s support. 
 
    She needed to talk to someone. Verbalizing always helped her sort things out. But Frost was in the back, checking on Avalon. Winslow was bent over a desk, scribbling something like words onto a piece of paper. That left her with Dodge, who was basically the last person with whom she wanted to talk. 
 
    “How long are we supposed to wait?” Dodge asked. He’d been pacing by the door for ten minutes, muttering to himself, and that made her nervous. The muttering, more than the pacing. 
 
    “Isn’t patience a virtue, Pastor?” Rule asked, hoping to distract the man from wearing down a circular path in the linoleum. 
 
    “Ugh.” Dodge rolled his eyes so hard his whole head swiveled around like a bobble-head figure. “That’s not from the Bible. It’s a fifth century poem.” 
 
    “Well,” she said. “It shoulda been in the Bible.” She wasn’t sure why she was egging the man on. Probably because she needed to release some tension. She didn’t feel like she could be serious with him, and he was an easy target. 
 
    Dodge turned to her. “‘Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.’ Romans 12:12. That’s just one of many actual Biblical references to patience.” 
 
    “In that case, Pastor, I don’t see you smilin’, or prayin’, or—” 
 
    “I haven’t stopped praying, Sheriff.” 
 
    So that’s what he’s been doing, she thought, and decided to give him a break. While her faith was about as solid as a Jell-O block, she appreciated that he was putting his to work on their behalf. Of course, she had no idea what he was praying for, but he was a good man. Despite his propensity to cry Devil, Dodge had done a lot of good for the town over the years, and he had helped keep people rooted during the tough times that had predated her reign in the town. In a way, the pair of them kept the town in order using a combination of the world’s law and God’s law. He wrote prayer requests. She wrote tickets. He carried a Bible. She carried a gun, and cuffs, and mace, and a—well, she liked to think she was prepared for the end times Dodge preached about regularly. 
 
    A shadow bounced back and forth on the windows of the station’s front double doors. Someone was running up the steps. She sat up, for some reason expecting a screaming panicked person. Instead, it was Griffin. He yanked open the outer door, stepped through the foyer, opened the second set of doors and entered the office with a confidence she wished she felt. 
 
    Dodge glanced at Griffin, gave him a once over and stepped back. “You have a gun?” He looked at Rule and pointed at Griffin. “He has a gun.” The words came out as part declaration, part warning, like Griffin might go on a shooting spree. Rule half expected Dodge to dive for cover, but this was Griffin and not the Devil, so he stood his ground, waiting for Rule’s response. 
 
    “He’s also got a permit to carry that gun,” she said, deflating Dodge’s inflating anxiety balloon. “And if he didn’t bring it, I was going to give him one.” 
 
    This surprised both men until she reached down to the desk, picked up a circular deputy’s badge and tossed it across the office. The circle-encased star looked like some kind of Japanese weapon as it spun through the air, but Griffin had no trouble catching it. 
 
    He held the badge up. “You sure about this?” 
 
    “If anyone comes in here while we’re gone, they’re going to feel better seeing that badge on your chest.” 
 
    “People here know me,” he said. It wasn’t necessarily a protest. More of a clarification. 
 
    “It’s all about marketing. Perceptions. If you need to make a call, that badge will make people listen faster than the gun on your hip or your good reputation.” 
 
    “If they don’t listen to me, they’ll have to answer to you, is that it?” Griffin smiled, and Rule joined him. 
 
    “Exactly.” She waved him over. “Did you find the phone?” 
 
    “Needs to be charged,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t you need to swear him in or something?” Dodge asked, taking a circuitous route to the side of her desk, opposite of where Griffin now stood. 
 
    Rule grunted. It was a technicality. She trusted Griff, and that was good enough for her. “Do you swear?” she asked him. 
 
    “All the time,” he replied. 
 
    She smiled at Dodge. “Good enough for me.” 
 
    Griffin crouched by her desk and plugged the phone’s charger into the surge protector, which was zip-tied to the desk leg. He attached the charger to the phone and was happy to see the screen light up green. “You know what,” he said. “I think we can use it while it’s plugged in.” 
 
    He handed the phone to Rule. She looked at the numbers, wondering who to call. FBI? Homeland? NASA? The damn White House? She opted for the State Police, punched in the number and lifted the phone to her ear. It shrieked at her, a wailing cry so loud that she yanked the phone away from her ear and dropped it on the desk. 
 
    The high-pitched tone could be heard clearly from the desk. Then it stopped. 
 
    Griffin put the phone to his ear and shook his head. He hung up and hit redial. “Nothing. Same as the cells and land lines.” 
 
    “What was that sound?” Winslow asked. 
 
    “Sat-phone,” Griffin said. 
 
    Winslow scratched his gray hair. “Sounded like interference.” 
 
    “Whatever it was, it’s gone now, but we’re not getting a signal.” Griffin turned to Rule. “Looks like you’re going for a drive.” 
 
    Rule got Griffin situated, pointing out a few things around the office with which he might not already be familiar. She told him to stick with the solar flare story if anyone asked, and to send people home. If there was an emergency...well, he’d have to handle that as best he could. She decided to take two cars. Dodge would ride in her patrol car. Winslow with Frost. As soon as they reached Ashland in one piece, she’d send Frost back. She finished detailing her plan by handing him a radio. They seemed to work, but she couldn’t depend on that continuing, since every other mode of modern communication seemed to be on the fritz. 
 
    “Stay safe,” Griffin said, as Rule headed for the door with Frost, Dodge and Winslow. She hung back while the others exited. 
 
    “Listen, Griff...” She spoke quietly. Secretive. “My personal opinion is that whatever happened has probably affected a lot more people than just us. There were thousands of people in Ashland. And no one’s come home. If people there panicked...” She let that linger. “If that’s what we find, and some kind of craziness spills over into Refuge, you have my permission to take Avalon and get the hell out of town. Head up to that cabin of yours.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Just as soon as you and Frost get back safely.” 
 
    She smiled and gave his face a playful slap. “Question is, which one of us do you have a crush on? Unless it’s both of us. Wouldn’t put it past you.” 
 
    Both of Griffin’s cheeks turned red despite only being slapped on one side. His grin confirmed her suspicions. She kissed his cheek where she slapped him. “Jess would approve.” She headed for the door. “Back in a jiff.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Dodge had remained quiet for the first few minutes of the ride, but Rule could see him growing antsy. She really didn’t want to get into an argument with the man. It wouldn’t do anyone any good. So don’t argue, she told herself. Let the man speak his mind and just nod. 
 
    Dodge pulled his eyes away from the green and brown blur of the pine forest they sped through and swiveled toward her exactly when she expected him to. But his words nearly caused her to yank the steering wheel and plow the police cruiser into a tree. “I want to apologize.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “’Scuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me,” he said, willing to apologize, but not repeat the words. But then he elaborated, and Rule felt like she’d been transported to another world. “I overreacted.” The words came out slowly, begrudging more than thoughtful. “I jumped to conclusions. I haven’t ruled out the supernatural, mind you, but I should have withheld judgment until I had all the facts.” 
 
    Rule nodded slowly, waiting for a punch line, but it didn’t come. “Appreciate you saying that, Pastor.” 
 
    She wondered how honest she should be with him, and she decided that now, while he was feeling open, was the time to forge a functional relationship. “This town needs us both. You know that, right?” 
 
    Dodge stared at the floor for a moment. “I think that’s accurate, yes.” 
 
    “And the town’ll be better off if we’re not bickering.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said without hesitation, which made her worried he’d insist on something like her being baptized again as a public expression of faith. But she didn’t think he’d suggest anything like that after she finished speaking. 
 
    She took a moment to gather her thoughts and realized she was squeezing the steering wheel. She loosened her grip and let out a breath. “I still don’t think we’re dealing with the supernatural—not because it’s not a possibility, but because it doesn’t make sense. The devil is most dangerous when we don’t know he’s there, right? So why announce his presence with a church bell?” 
 
    She let Dodge digest that for a moment, and when she saw the first hint of a nod, she continued, “But I do think something...large is happening. Something that’s going to frighten people. And frightened people sometimes make poor decisions. They react instinctually. And...” She looked at Dodge, “...they’re easily led.” 
 
    “Are you saying I would take advantage of people’s suggestibility?” Dodge asked, a trace of fire and brimstone in his voice. 
 
    “Not at all,” Rule said. “Just requestin’ you use the pulpit to keep people calm, which will help me keep ’em safe and alive.” 
 
    “Alive?” Dodge’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    Rule didn’t soften the blow. “I think something’s gone wrong in the world. Don’t know what. Could be war. Could be some kinda cosmic event. There really isn’t a way to know right now. But my gut tells me something bad is coming.” 
 
    Dodge pursed his lips hard, turning them white. Through clenched teeth he admitted the truth, “Me, too.” 
 
    The two-way radio crackled, and a broken voice filled the police cruiser. Rule couldn’t understand a word of it, but recognized Frost’s voice. She and Winslow were in the cruiser behind them. They were headed south on Main Street, which led all the way to the Ashland border. No one lived in this part of town, not unless you counted the deer, moose and bears. 
 
    There were only two intersecting streets. Lakeshore Drive on the left was a dirt road that ran out and around the lake. There were a few cabins and nicer new homes out that way, but none held a candle to Renford Ellison’s mansion at the end of the street. It was a three-story affair with sweeping views of the lake and surrounding area. She’d seen it only once, while it was being constructed, because two of the contractors got in a scuffle. She wasn’t even sure if Ellison lived there. Never saw him around town. In fact, it’d been at least a year since she’d seen him. He could be dead and rotting in that skyscraper of a home, and no one would ever know. 
 
    The second street was well paved and gated. It led to a National Guard storage depot. Like Ellison’s house, she’d been back there just once—a courtesy tour for the new Sheriff. Wasn’t much of a tour. All she’d seen were the exteriors of six large, metal buildings and an empty helicopter landing pad. She glanced at the chain-link gate, topped with razor wire, as she picked up the radio mic. She didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean the small base was deserted. 
 
    “Say again, Frost,” Rule spoke into the mic. “Did not copy, over.” 
 
    The voice that replied was not Frost. “The sky. Look at the sky.” Winslow’s voice came through loud and clear, projecting the fear hidden just beneath the surface of his words. Rule and Dodge both leaned forward looking up through the front windshield. The sky behind the curtain of undulating red was still dark...but not. 
 
    It was no longer black. 
 
    It was purple. 
 
    The sun was rising behind the crimson curtain. Part of her hoped the phenomenon would be burned off or muted by the sun’s light, but the rising sun presented a problem of its own. 
 
    “Shit,” Rule muttered. It had only been an hour since the sun went down. 
 
    “Missing time,” Dodge said. “We must have all passed out at some point.” 
 
    “If we’d all passed out, we’d all remember waking up on the ground,” Rule countered. 
 
    “We could have been in a trance-like state,” Dodge said. 
 
    “So we were just standing around all night, staring up at the church bell?” 
 
    “It would explain how the moon got so high in the sky. It would explain the rising sun.” 
 
    Dodge was grasping at straws, trying to make some sense of what was happening. She didn’t blame him. It was freaky as hell, and it didn’t feel like a supernatural event. “Doesn’t explain how a half moon became a full moon.” 
 
    With a frown, Dodge echoed her feelings, “Shit.” 
 
    “Did you see?” Winslow asked, his voice booming from the two-way. 
 
    Rule leaned forward again, looking at the lightening sky—the sun was rising fast—and held the mic to her mouth, but Frost’s voice exploded into the car. “Look out!” 
 
    Before seeing the danger, Rule slammed on the brakes. Tires squealed for just a moment, before the anti-lock brake system kicked in, rumbling them to a quick, but controlled stop. Rule leaned back in her seat. Looked at Dodge. “You okay, Pastor?” 
 
    But the man didn’t respond. His eyes were wide and facing forward. His lips moved slowly, and Rule could read a litany of curses being spoken between him and the good Lord. She didn’t want to look, but craned her head forward. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she said, giving voice to Dodge’s whispers. 
 
    Stretching out before them was a golden desert, where there should have been road. And forest. But it was all gone. The road just ended, cut clean. She opened the door and nearly stumbled from the car. She looked back at the thick, New Hampshire forest, full of pines, maples and oaks. She could smell the familiar leafy decay mixed with the scent of miles and miles of dried pine needles. But when she faced forward, that world, and every familiar thing about it, disappeared. It was like someone had scooped the town out of New Hampshire, carried it half way around the world and deposited it amidst the golden waves of the Sahara Desert. 
 
    On weak legs, she stepped to the sand, knelt and scooped it up. It was coarse, warm and smelled of salt. She turned her head to the right. The forest ended along the same line as the road. A tall pine had been sliced in half vertically; its pale flesh was exposed and bleeding sap. 
 
    Next to the tree was an orange reflective road marker. It was fairly mundane, but she’d never seen an orange road marker. It only stuck out to her now because it was right on the edge of town, precisely where the world had been cut away. A half inch further and it would have been cut in half, just like the tree. 
 
    Dodge crouched next to her and put his hand on the sand. “This can’t be real.” 
 
    “It is,” Rule said. “I don’t know how, and I don’t want it to be, but we’re seeing, touching and smelling it. It’s real.” 
 
    “Hey, boss!” Frost called out. She sounded upset, and not in a ‘what happened to the road?’ kind of way. 
 
    Rule spun around. Winslow stood atop Frost’s cruiser, looking into the distance through a pair of binoculars. Police issue. Frost must have given them to him. Rule nearly barked at the man for standing on top of the cruiser, but she honestly didn’t give a shit any more. She was more concerned with the desert behind her and whatever Frost had found. 
 
    Frost rose up from the side of the road and waved. Her face was ashen. “Over here.” 
 
    The side of the road angled down toward the forest a good ten feet, so Rule didn’t see the wrecked truck until she was close to the edge. She’d missed it driving past, because her eyes had been on the sky. 
 
    “That’s Monty’s truck,” she said, quickening her pace. “Is anyone—” 
 
    “Susie,” Frost said, tears in her eyes. “It’s bad. Probably don’t—” 
 
    Rule knew Frost was telling her not to look, but she had to see for herself. It took just a second for her to see what used to be Susie Beaumont inside the truck, but it was enough to permanently claim a leading role in her nightmares. 
 
    “No sign of the girls or Monty,” Frost said, her voice forced, almost robotic. “But his shotgun is missing.” 
 
    Frost and Monty both loved guns. Hell, most people in town owned a gun, mostly for hunting, but Monty was the type to carry weapons for personal defense, which seemed a bit excessive for their low crime area. They were all legal, so he’d never had a problem, but he occasionally showed off his mobile collection to people like Frost, who appreciated such things. 
 
    “Sheriff!” It was Dodge this time, his voice two octaves higher. “Sheriff!” 
 
    She ran back toward the desert, her hand going to the gun on her hip. But there was no danger in sight. Dodge stood in the sand, five feet from the side of the road. He pointed down. “Footprints. They head off into the desert.” He crouched and picked up a small red cylinder. 
 
    A shotgun shell. 
 
    Monty. He’d gone into the desert. But why? 
 
    There was only one reason the dedicated father would leave the crash site and head away from town. 
 
    The girls. 
 
    She yanked open her car door, sat behind the wheel and grabbed the radio mic. “Griff, are you there? Over.” 
 
    After a pause, Griff responded. “I’m here.... Just looking at the view. Listen, you need to turn around. Come back to town. The road to Ashland isn’t passable. Over.” 
 
    “You can see the sand from Main Street?” Rule asked. “How far does it go?” 
 
    “For as far as I can see,” he said, sounding stunned. “Are you guys okay down there?” 
 
    “Not even close,” she said into the mic. “We found Monty’s car wrecked on the side of the road. Susie’s dead, but the girls and Monty are missing. We’re going to look for them, but...” 
 
    A shotgun blast echoed from the distance. And then again. It was followed by a scream. Rule dropped the mic, leapt from the car and drew her side arm. “Let’s go!” she shouted to Frost, and she charged into the desert that had appeared overnight. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Griffin stood in the back room, hands wrapped around the bars of the cell that held his daughter. Wasn’t long ago that he would check in on her like this at night. She slept with a stuffed dinosaur then. Had always been a different sort of girl. Tougher. Strong willed. Interested in things that would cause most girls to turn up their noses. While other kids collected ribbons and trophies as proof of an athletic childhood, Avalon collected scars. 
 
    It was nerve wracking being her parent. He’d grown accustomed to the sight of blood during his years in the military, but when it covered his daughter’s body...even the memory of their frequent emergency room visits made him squeamish. 
 
    But he would exchange any of those bloody experiences for this, watching his daughter in a drug-withdrawal induced, comatose state. She occasionally shook, and her forehead glistened with the sweat of a breaking fever. When she woke up, she’d be in a world of pain, as her body screamed at her for the narcotic it had come to crave, but at least she’d be lucid. She’d still crave Oxycontin, but would hopefully have a mind to resist the craving. If not, he’d have no problem keeping her in this cell until she came to her senses. Of course, if the world had really gone to shit, finding Oxycontin might be a challenge. The pharmacy in Soucey’s might have some in stock. If she became desperate enough, she might try to steal the drug. But he was determined to not let that happen. 
 
    He leaned his head against the cold metal bar and closed his eyes. If Jess could see him now, what was she thinking? Had he failed their daughter? Had he failed his wife? Even considering these possibilities was too much. He stepped away from the cell, wiped the moisture from his eyes and looked up. 
 
    The black sky, partially masked by the red haze, had turned purple. A sense of relief filled him. Life always looked better in the clear light of day. 
 
    Day... 
 
    Griffin barreled out of the back room and tripped over a waste bucket. He spilled to the floor along with Deputy Sweeney’s collection of empty Snapple bottles, which sounded like angry wind chimes as they rattled across the aisle. It wasn’t a soft landing, but he barely noticed the impact on the hard linoleum floor. He scrambled back to his feet and tore toward the front door, a little more careful of the room’s detritus. 
 
    Two sets of doors later, he was outside, head turned up. The full moon still hung in the sky, but it had faded in brightness, fighting for attention against the quickly rising sun and the obscuring redness. The purple sky had grown lighter already, but had yet to take on a shade of blue. And the red phenomenon showed no signs of fading. 
 
    “Mr. Butler!” 
 
    He quickly recognized Lisa’s voice and scanned Main Street in the direction of her house. She emerged between two brick buildings, Radar in tow. Both were looking up at the impossible sky. He descended the stone staircase and started across the street. They met him half way. 
 
    For a moment, they all stood there together, looking up. Radar broke the silence, “Umm, we were thinking we’d like to stay with you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Griffin said. It wasn’t the most detailed or reassuring of responses; the kids could have probably used some kind of pep talk, but Griffin felt just as lost as they did, and frankly, he was equally thankful for the company. He slowly lowered his gaze, admiring the different shades of purple, which turned pink toward the horizon, blending with the warbling redness in a way that was almost pretty. Almost, but not quite. He spun around slowly, lowering his eyes until he was looking straight down the tree-cleared line of South Main Street. 
 
    He staggered back. 
 
    His knees went wobbly, and he planted his hands on them to keep from falling over. 
 
    The view from Main Street had been the same for as long as the road existed—the endless trees of a state that was 90% forested. But now... 
 
    Lisa saw it and screamed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Radar said, but then he focused on helping Lisa not fall to the ground. He wrapped his arms around her protectively. “I have you. I have you.” 
 
    But as Griffin’s mind imploded, no one had him. He fell to his knees. His vision narrowed. Pinpricks of light flitted back and forth. 
 
    Breathe, he told himself. Breathe! 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, held it for a five count and let it out slowly. His vision cleared. He repeated the process once more and then stood again, unable to take his eyes from the view. 
 
    The most obvious feature was the sand. The endless forest had been replaced by dunes of sand stretching off to the pink horizon. The world beyond had been replaced somehow. Perhaps remade. Or destroyed. But the new world wasn’t completely featureless sand. There was something else on the horizon—miles away. It made his stomach twist in tight knots. It was a structure, that much was clear. Straight lines like that don’t exist in nature. Three dark spires, like Egyptian obelisks, rose up into the sky, one pointed straight up, the other two leaning at opposing 45 degree angles. He’d never seen anything like it, but it wasn’t the odd design that bothered him most, it was the size. The curve of the Earth allows people to see three miles before the land disappears over the horizon. That’s at ground level. From a tall hill, such as the one upon which Main Street had been built, you could see further—four or five miles. At that distance, the Empire State Building would look like the nub of a well-used pencil. 
 
    But this thing...he held up his arm. The central spire of the distant structure was barely covered by his forearm, stretching from his elbow nearly to the tip of his middle finger. 
 
    “It must be a mile high,” Radar commented. 
 
    “Bigger,” Griffin said. “Much bigger.” 
 
    Out of habit, Griffin reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, aimed the camera at the view and snapped a photo. He frequently took photos of things he thought would look good in a painting. 
 
    The radio on Griffin’s hip crackled to life, making all three jump. Rule’s voice came next. “Griff, are you there? Over.” 
 
    “Shit,” he said, pocketing the phone. He unclipped the radio and pressed the call button. “I’m here.... Just looking at the view.” He realized Rule wasn’t going to make it to Ashland or anywhere else. “Listen, you need to turn around. Come back to town. The road to Ashland isn’t passable. Over.” It sounded stupid, but he couldn’t think of any other way to explain, without sounding insane. Turned out he didn’t have to. 
 
    “You can see the sand from Main Street?” Rule asked. “How far does it go?” 
 
    “For as far as I can see,” he said. “Are you guys okay down there?” 
 
    “Not even close,” she said. “We found Monty’s car wrecked on the side of the road. Susie’s dead, but the girls and Monty are missing. We’re going to look for them, but…” 
 
    A sharp retort coupled with static burst out of the small speaker. Then it repeated. The gentle static of a transmitting signal disappeared. The radio went silent. He waited a moment, hoping Rule would press her call button again. When she didn’t, he pressed his. “Becky, what happened? Over.” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “Becky? Please respond.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Griffin looked back at the frightened faces of Radar and Lisa. He’d heard enough gunfire over a radio to recognize the sound, but he didn’t think either of the teens would have. Of course, they didn’t need to know someone was shooting a gun to feel afraid. The giant alien structure stabbing out of the horizon could do that on its own. 
 
    “You two follow me,” he said, knowing that one of the best ways to calm people down was to give them something to do. “I need your help with something.” 
 
    Griffin ran up the police station steps and opened the front door. “Hurry,” he said, waving them inside. Lisa was still pretty shaken up, but Radar looked alert and helped her inside the station. Griffin took one last look around. The town was quiet. Probably still asleep. He drew his pistol, looked at it for just a moment and chambered that first round before sliding it back in place. 
 
    “Damnit,” he said, and then he slipped inside the station. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Rule charged up a sand dune. Each step slid through the sand, carrying her only half the distance her stride normally provided. The effort it took to maintain a jogging speed felt closer to a sprint. She ignored the burning in her chest and the sharp sting in her throat, as the hot, dry air wicked the moisture away from her mouth with each exhalation. Her body had begun to itch as her sweat evaporated just as quickly as her body could pump it out. But she didn’t slow. Didn’t even consider it. The trail of footprints kept her on course. The gunshots, still fresh in her ear, kept her motivated. 
 
    Her job was to protect the people of Refuge, and right now, one of them was in trouble. Maybe all three of them were. She’d be damned before letting an otherworldly desert keep her from performing her duty. She could deal with the psychological fallout from their situation when or if she had a few minutes by herself. Then she might bawl her eyes out. Release all the anxiety she was feeling in a few weepy minutes. But until that opportunity presented itself, she’d bury the feelings deep and do her job. 
 
    The sand beneath her feet slipped out from under her, and she started falling forward. Frost planted her hand firmly on Rule’s butt, shoving her up and forward. The deputy had followed her sheriff without a word. Without hesitation. Rule felt a bit of pride. She was the only female sheriff in all of New Hampshire, and she had one of the best female deputies supporting her, in this case, literally. 
 
    As she hurried up the sand dune, a shadow fell over her. A large wavering thing that slid past like a giant wavering snake. She glanced up toward the light purple sky, but saw nothing. Whatever it was, it had flown away. Probably a hawk, she thought, out exploring the strange new environment. 
 
    She nearly fell again, but not because of the sand. As she crested the dune, signs of a scuffle emerged. The sand was a mess, and there were thick clumps of it where liquid had landed. Rule knelt, placed her fingers on one of the small beads of sand and pinched. Although much of the water had already been leached away, the bead was still wet and smeared red against her fingers. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    “Monty!” Rule shouted, then louder. “Monty!” 
 
    A distant voice responded. She couldn’t make out the words, but it was Monty. Without looking back or up, she surged down the opposite side of the dune, sliding more than running to the bottom. The path led through a twisting valley between two dunes. 
 
    Running faster on the flat surface, Rule barreled around a bend and nearly slammed into Monty. He was crouched on the ground, bleeding from a wound on his shoulder and clutching both of his girls. She took a moment to catch her breath, the blood rushing behind her ears loud enough to drown out the faint buzzing sound in the air. 
 
    “Cover us,” Rule said to Frost. She was surprised to see Dodge and Winslow arrive just behind Frost. Both men were braver than she would have guessed. She crouched down and looked at the girls. Both had their eyes open, but appeared to be in some kind of shock. Her instinct was to get them talking. Find out if they were injured. But she thought it could wait, given the surreal circumstances and the fact that Monty had shot at something or someone twice, and there wasn’t a body or blood to show for it. 
 
    “Can you stand?” she asked Monty. 
 
    He just stared at her, his bottom lip quivering. He was as shocked as his girls. She took hold of his uninjured arm and squeezed. “Monty, we need to get back to town. We need to—” 
 
    “Run,” he whispered. “Just run.” 
 
    “Monty.” 
 
    He focused on Rule’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s just us. Your friends. No one else is here.” 
 
    He turned his head to the side and down. She followed his eyes and saw his shotgun, the barrel bent to the side. She nearly cursed, but held it in. What could have done that? Crushing a shotgun barrel would take a lot of force—mechanical force. She wasn’t even sure a lion’s powerful jaws had the PSI to compress a cylinder of hardened steel. 
 
    “We’re getting you home,” Rule said, yanking Monty up. She turned to Dodge and Winslow. “Take the girls and follow the path back. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    As Dodge and Winslow moved in for girls, Monty tightened his grip. “No! They can’t have them! They can’t—” 
 
    The sharp report of a bare hand striking flesh made everyone jump. Rule lowered her hand. She’d slapped Monty hard across his cheek. The jolt shook some of the panic from him. 
 
    “Monty,” Rule said, her voice firm, but controlled. “We’re tryin’ to save your family. Now snap out of it.” 
 
    He loosened his grip on the girls, allowing Dodge and Winslow to scoop them up. They turned together and ran back the way they’d come. 
 
    “Go with ’em,” Rule told Frost. “Keep those girls safe.” 
 
    Frost hesitated for just a moment, then gave a nod and chased after the others. 
 
    “What did that to your shotgun, Monty?” Rule asked. She knew they should be running, too, but she wanted to know exactly what kind of danger they were in. Remembering the shadow from earlier, she glanced up, looking for a bird of prey. But the sky was empty and still very purple. 
 
    “Wrong direction,” Monty said. His voice quivered and nearly didn’t make it out of his throat. 
 
    She turned to him. “What?” 
 
    “They’re in the sand,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes widened a bit as she realized he hadn’t been looking at the shotgun earlier, he’d been looking at the sand. 
 
    A slight vibration caused the sand around her feet to dance around. Monty whimpered like a frightened dog. 
 
    “Can you run?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded rapidly. 
 
    Before either could take a step, the sand atop the dune to their right began to rise up. They stood transfixed by the sight. The sand was alive. Not alive, Rule realized as it fell away, but the creature within the shroud of falling grit was certainly alive. 
 
    A dry wind kicked up, pulling the sand away from the body, which continued to rise up, fifteen feet into the air. With a shake, the rest of the sand fell away, revealing a figure cloaked in shredded, pale fabric, which billowed in the wind. The creature had two arms and two legs. Humanoid. But not human. No way was that thing human. It was nine feet too tall, and the way it stood was wrong, bent sharply at the spine, knees twitching in both directions. The head—if it was a head—was wide and flat, with spherical insect-like eyes that stared down at her with curiosity. 
 
    The eyes could have been goggles, but she didn’t think so. A shifting color beneath the shimmering octagonal divisions gave her the distinct feeling that this thing was sizing them up. 
 
    “Kill it,” Monty said. “Kill it!” 
 
    Rule had never fired her weapon at a person before. She raised her gun, but hesitated. “Is that what took the girls?” 
 
    “One of them,” he replied. 
 
    One of them. Great. 
 
    A low gurgling sound emanated from the thing. The sound was so foreign and loud that Rule flinched and pulled the trigger, sending a round into the monster’s chest. It jolted back when the bullet struck home, but seemed otherwise indifferent. 
 
    Fear took hold of Rule and squeezed her chest. A panic attack coming on strong. Realizing she was going into shock, like Monty, she pulled the trigger twice more, aiming for the thing’s head. It staggered back and let out a grunt. The bullets definitely hurt it, but it didn’t fall over dead like it should have. 
 
    Monty tugged on her arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The man-beast reached behind its back and tugged a black sword out of the sand. The blade wasn’t flat like a traditional sword, but more like a pyramid that had been stretched out eight feet to a perfect, needle sharp tip. She staggered back as Monty continued pulling at her, but her legs had gone soft. 
 
    All it has to do is take one step forward, she thought, and it will be in striking distance. 
 
    She shook her head as a buzzing sound grew in volume. She was determined to keep her eyes focused on the monster. 
 
    Bong! 
 
    The sound was distant. Hard to hear. But it slammed into her thoughts like an atom bomb, returning some clarity and rooting her back in the world she knew and understood. 
 
    The church bell is ringing. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Why would it be... 
 
    Her stream of thought was interrupted. 
 
    Bong! 
 
    Rule sucked in a breath and spun around. The church bell was ringing, and that scared her more than the monster now at her back. She shoved Monty ahead of her and shouted, “Run! It’s starting again!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Let me out, you scrawny piece of shit!” Avalon’s voice echoed against the concrete walls of the police station’s back room. Radar didn’t react to the shouting. First, because he had orders from her father to keep her locked up no matter what. He didn’t fear Griffin, but he respected him enough to listen to him. Second, Avalon at her worst couldn’t match the volume or ferocity of his father. Ignoring her was a piece of cake. 
 
    Not that he was ignoring her completely. It was his job to make sure she was taken care of, too. “I can get you a cup of water if you want.” 
 
    Avalon’s hair hung in wet tendrils. She looked tired and in pain. Water was all he could think to offer her. She sat on the cot, closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Radar asked. 
 
    “I’m just dandy, Josh.” 
 
    The venom in her voice made him pause for a moment. She wasn’t the girl he remembered. Speaking quietly, he said, “You can call me Radar.” 
 
    Her voice softened a bit. “Thought you hated that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Got used to it. Everyone calls me Radar now.” 
 
    “Mind turning down the lights, Radar?” she asked. 
 
    “The lights?” 
 
    “Head is killing me. The light makes it worse.” 
 
    Radar moved to the light switch. “Sure.” He flipped the switch, dimming the light. He couldn’t make the room completely dark, though. Purple light streamed through the windows. 
 
    “What time is it?” Avalon asked. 
 
    “Umm, midnight, I think.” 
 
    “What’s all the light from?” She glanced at the back wall of the station like she could see through it. “There’s nothing but trees back there.” 
 
    Radar gave her a funny look. How could she not know? But then he remembered she’d been asleep. Or more likely, passed out. He lived with a drunk. He knew the difference between sleep and unconsciousness. One looked peaceful, the other looked like something closer to death. Yeah, he thought, she was passed out. 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” he asked. 
 
    “Know what?” She was beginning to grow agitated again. “You know what, forget it. Doesn’t matter. I barely remember the last twenty-four hours. I have no idea how I got in this cell. And I don’t really care. I found my father, right?” 
 
    Radar nodded. “He left me in charge of you.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Went to help the Sheriff.” 
 
    “The Sheriff?” She closed her eyes. Shook her head. “That’s Becky now, right? I think I saw her last night...or was it tonight? Where’s Frost?” 
 
    “With the Sheriff. Before you ask, Officer Sweeney isn’t here, either.” 
 
    Avalon sighed and leaned her head straight back. “Please, God, don’t tell me they left you in charge.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Radar said. “Kinda did. Sorry. Can I get you some water now?” 
 
    Avalon’s head all but fell forward. She returned to massaging her temples. “Sure. Couple of ibuprofen would be great, too.” 
 
    Radar hesitated. Griffin had told him that Avalon was in detox. That she’d been addicted to a painkiller. And no matter what, he couldn’t get any for her. Not from a stash. Not from home if his dad had any. And not from the pharmacy. She wasn’t asking for that drug, but ibuprofen was a painkiller too. 
 
    She must have sensed his hesitation, because she added, “I’m an Oxycontin addict, not ibuprofen.” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “One makes you high as a kite, the other takes care of headaches and melts your stomach.” 
 
    Oxycontin. That was the stuff. Griffin didn’t say anything about any other drug, and just about everyone had a big bottle of ibuprofen in their medicine cabinet. Radar decided it would be okay and said, “Okay, I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    He quickly searched the station’s kitchen drawers and found a small bottle of acetaminophen. Not the same, but it should do the trick. He tapped three pills into his hand—her headache looked bad—and put the bottle back. He then found a cold bottled water in the fridge and a chocolate pudding that probably belonged to Sweeney, who had a sweet-tooth. After locating a plastic spoon, he quickly checked on Lisa, who was watching the sun rise out the front window, then returned to the cell and presented his findings. 
 
    He held the items through the cell bars. “Okay, three acetaminophen. Not what you asked for, but I’m pretty sure they melt your stomach, too. A bottle of water to wash it down, and a pudding to help avoid the previously mentioned stomach melting.” 
 
    Avalon stood with a groan, but smiled when she saw the offering. “Thanks.” She took the pills with the water, tore open the pudding. Polished it off in four heaping spoonfuls and then chugged the water until the bottle was drained. 
 
    “Is there a chance you’ll puke all that up?” Radar asked. He’d noticed the congealed vomit beside the bed. Its odor was hard to ignore. 
 
    Avalon glanced back at the mess. “I think I’m past it. But I’m awake now. I’ll aim for the bucket.” 
 
    “Radar...” Lisa called him from the front room, drawing his name out. She sounded tense. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Avalon said. She sat down. “And sorry for calling you a little shit.” 
 
    “Scrawny little shit,” Radar corrected. 
 
    Avalon smiled. “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    “Radar!” Lisa shouted. 
 
    He left the back room, entering the front room quickly. Lisa stood a few steps back from the window, her hands rubbing her ears. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    He didn’t hear anything at all, but he stopped walking and turned his head to the left. He was about to say he heard nothing, but then something tickled his ear. It was faint. Like a hum. “I think...” 
 
    Bong! 
 
    The church bell rang. 
 
    Radar flinched back, tripped on a chair and ended up sitting on Sheriff Rule’s desk. Lisa screamed. 
 
    Across the room, Radar saw a radio sitting atop a cabinet. He rushed to it, picked up the device and flicked the power switch. Nothing happened. The battery was dead. 
 
    “Is it happening again?” Lisa asked. 
 
    The church answered. 
 
    Bong! 
 
    Radar made for the front doors. He exited into the bright night and looked at the church. The building was as deserted as it had been when he and Lisa had snuck in just a few hours ago. He glanced up at the still purple sky and saw the fading moon. But that wasn’t all. There was a shimmer to the light. 
 
    Just like before, he thought. It is happening again. 
 
    He was about to retreat back into the police station—it was about to get noisy—when he noticed something else in the sky. A shape. Like the letter M. 
 
    It grew larger. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    By the time he realized what it was, his time was just about out. He dove for the doors, knowing he wouldn’t make it fast enough. 
 
    Bong! 
 
    The chiming church bell was answered by an angry shriek. 
 
    Radar turned around as he pulled the station door closed behind him. The only things about the creature atop the stone stairs of the police station that he recognized were that it had a head and wings. The rest of it was out of a nightmare. The wings were large membranes stretched over bony digits, like a bat’s, but on the ground, it folded them up and used them like arms—or legs. Its body was slender and skeletal, powerful for sure, but also light for flying. It moved atop four back legs, each with a single-clawed digit like an oversized eagle talon. Its head and neck were the creature’s strangest attributes. They curved up in segments, like a centipede’s body, narrowing toward the top, where two yellow eyes scanned the area in opposite directions. It had a mouth running up the front of its neck—or was it a face?—that held at least a hundred horizontal-facing sharp teeth, which stitched together like a zipper when the orifice snapped closed. Not very good for biting, but Radar didn’t think that was how it ate. This thing looked like it swallowed prey whole, and he was just about the right size. 
 
    One of the eyes spotted him. The other swiveled around, and then they moved closer together, giving them a more human orientation. The vertical mouth snapped open and the thing shrieked. It charged forward, but all it managed to do was slam the door further shut. 
 
    Radar walked away from the doors slowly. He opened the second set of foyer doors and moved inside the office. The creature seemed perplexed by the clear glass door in its way, and had lost interest in Radar. That was when Lisa saw it—and screamed. 
 
    The creature’s eyes locked onto her, narrowing further and leaning forward, like they could shift to just about any part of the thing’s head. The creature shrieked at them, spewing drool or phlegm at the glass, and then it charged. Having already forgotten the clear barricade, the creature hit the door with unrestrained might and shattered the glass. It spilled inside the foyer, appeared stunned for a moment, but then refocused on Lisa. It shrieked and threw itself at the second set of doors. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The pop of Rule’s 9mm side arm normally made her flinch a bit with each shot, but as she fired it over her shoulder, it sounded feeble. The thunderous report of a shotgun or higher caliber round would have provided a bit of comfort. Not much, though. She was being pursued through an alien landscape by a behemoth with a giant sword, who shrugged off bullets like they were Nerf darts. She didn’t think she’d ever feel safe or sane again. 
 
    The magazine ran dry, so she popped it free and let it fall to the sand, while she hauled ass up the side of a sand dune. She slapped in a fresh magazine and chambered the first round. She was about to point the gun back and empty it, but thought better of it. These were her last fifteen rounds. 
 
    She really didn’t want to look, but needed to know if she was even shooting at something. She glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    The thing was there. 
 
    Right there. 
 
    Just feet behind her, raising that giant blade over its head. 
 
    Rule shouted and dove to the side. The sword came down hard, just missing her legs. Sand exploded away from the impact, stinging her face. She thrust her weapon up, aimed for the thing’s eyes and fired twice. She stopped after the second shot when the telltale ping of a bullet ricocheting off something solid accompanied a spark on the monster’s bulbous eye. 
 
    Not an eye, she realized. Armor. A helmet. 
 
    She scrambled up the hillside while the man-thing lifted its sword for a second strike. The sand fought her all the way, but her fear emerged as the more powerful force, and she managed to out-distance the blade as it whooshed through the air behind her. She didn’t see the missed swing. Her eyes were locked on to the top of the dune. But she had the distinct feeling the strike was meant to sever her legs. Even a glancing blow from that monstrous sword would spell her end. 
 
    She fired over her shoulder three more times as she crested the dune, hoping the shots would at least slow the thing down. But when she glanced back, the giant was loping up the hill after her, its broad feet—two black-skinned digits spread in a wide V, with a translucent membrane stretched between them—acting like snowshoes in the sand. 
 
    Gunshots turned her attention forward again. From the top of the dune, which led back to the town’s border, she could see Frost standing on the pavement’s end, firing her weapon at a second large form rising out of the sand. On the ground behind Frost was Monty, once again clutching his girls. Dodge and Winslow were bent over the trunk of her squad car. She knew what was in there, and she willed them to hurry. 
 
    Rule charged down the dune toward the newly emerging creature. Not because she wanted to attack the thing, but because she had no choice. There was already another monster at her back, and the distant church bell was now sounding out a near constant chime. The air around the town had begun to waver as well. 
 
    She knew what it meant. Whatever brought them to this Godforsaken place was about to happen again, and if she didn’t make it back in time, she’d be left here to die. 
 
    Running down the hill was faster, but less controlled. She fought against gravity and the slipping sand to run at an angle, taking herself to the side of the still emerging body, not just to avoid it, but to give Frost a clear shot. 
 
    “Behind you!” Frost shouted, adjusting her aim. Three shots sizzled past Rule, each pinging off something metal. Her pursuer was right behind her again. Not knowing what else to do, Rule stopped hard, threw herself down and crouched into a tight ball. 
 
    The thing’s long leg struck her just half a second later, but it hadn’t kicked her. It careened into her. Its double-jointed knee bent backwards, and the monster pitched forward. With a grunt Rule recognized as surprise, the monster fell. Its fingers lost hold of the giant sword as its arms swung forward. The massive blade arced through the air toward Frost, but she saw it coming and ducked. Just as Dodge and Winslow closed the trunk, the black sword impaled the hood of her patrol car, no doubt destroying the engine. 
 
    The giant slammed into the sand and slid several feet before coming to a stop. Seeing the thing laid out like that gave Rule some hope. They weren’t perfect hunters. They made mistakes. 
 
    But there were two of them now. She saw the second reaching back for its big sword as she ran right over the body of the first. As it pushed up from the sand, she leapt from its head, using the creature’s upward momentum to give her a boost. As she soared toward Refuge, something snagged her ankle. She jolted to a stop and hit the sand hard. A crushing weight began squeezing her ankle. She rolled and looked back. The fallen monster had her leg in its powerful hand. 
 
    She fired the remaining rounds in her gun, but the thing didn’t even flinch. Nor did it move. But the other monster did. It stepped toward her, raising its giant sword up, planning to execute her right here in the sand. She dropped her side arm, drew her taser and fired. The prongs attached to the loose fabric covering the thing, but found no flesh beneath. Useless. 
 
    Gunfire erupted from the road. Frost had reloaded her weapon. Dodge held a pump action shotgun from her trunk. And Winslow had found her .45 ACP handgun, which had significant stopping power. But the hail of lead did nothing to stop the creature. It was oblivious. 
 
    She looked to Frost in what would be her last moment, hoping to communicate a message with her eyes, but the visual distortion surrounding the town now made it hard to see her. But Rule could still hear the others shouting, and then a car horn, honking a warning. 
 
    The gun fire ceased. 
 
    The blade came down. 
 
    A streak of silver flew out of the wavering air and struck the swinging creature before its blade could complete its path through the air. The sword fell away, and the monster was pinned beneath the front end of Griffin’s Ford Fusion. 
 
    The driver’s side door was flung open, and Griffin emerged. If he was shocked by the desert and the giant monsters it contained, he did a good job of hiding it. He leapt over the car’s hood, drew his side arm and aimed it at her leg. He fired just once and the pressure on her ankle disappeared. He’d shot the thing’s exposed hand. A shriek of pain exploded into the air, so loud that she couldn’t hear the constant ringing of the church bell for a moment. 
 
    “Hurry!” Frost shouted from the other side of the visual distortion. Her voice sounded wrong, too, like she was shouting through a window fan. 
 
    Rule got to her feet and shoved Griffin toward town. She chased after him, glancing to the side as the pinned giant began hefting the car up like a power lifter. 
 
    She looked forward as a pulse of light shimmered through the distortion. She shoved Griffin forward. He disappeared through the now flashing wall of light. She dove through behind him, her hand still on his back, just as the church bell stopped ringing. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I ate the pudding too fast, Avalon thought, sidling up next to the metal barrel. Her stomach was roiling, but after a few minutes of waiting for the pudding, water and pills to return back to the world, she realized the nausea wasn’t physical. It was emotional. 
 
    She still felt like shit, but her mind had returned, and along with it came the memory that she’d returned to her hometown and father for help. She’d hit rock bottom out in California. Did and saw things she would never forget. Four days ago, she’d seen a friend die from an overdose. A dead body, it turned out, was what it took for her to break and run for home. 
 
    Right now she wanted her father more than the Oxy, and that said a lot. If anyone could pull her out of the darkness, it was him. He was a rock. Maybe not after mom died, but he just needed time. So did she, but instead of dealing with the pain, she had hidden from it. Cloaked herself in a fog of mental smoke so thick she barely knew the world existed. 
 
    Despite her thoughts beginning to clear, the world around her was going insane. She knew it was night. She had a vague memory of the setting sun. And Radar had no reason to lie about the time. But the sun was definitely rising. The purple light filling the back room was growing brighter by the minute. She would have thought she was still tripping if Radar hadn’t also seen the light. 
 
    And then there was the church bell. Who was ringing it at night? It felt so loud in her throbbing head. She just wanted it to stop, but the clanging was repeating faster and faster. 
 
    She felt a rumble beneath her. She’d grown accustomed to earthquakes in Los Angles. They were more common than most people realized. But they weren’t supposed to happen in New Hampshire. 
 
    She was about to shout to Radar, ask what was going on, but then Lisa screamed. The shrill cry made Avalon wince, but the pain she felt was quickly replaced by concern. The scream sounded familiar. 
 
    She heard her own voice in her head, high pitched and sharp, screaming at the sight of her friend, naked and dead in the tub. It was a scream of abject horror. 
 
    A vibration rattled through the walls, coupled with the sound of breaking glass. A shriek followed next, but it wasn’t Lisa. It was too loud and too...primal…to even be human. 
 
    “What the...” 
 
    Shouting followed. Radar’s voice. Afraid, but commanding. 
 
    Another impact. 
 
    Another shriek. 
 
    “Radar!” she shouted. “What’s happening?” Her own booming voice stabbed her head with pain, but she ignored it as a flood of adrenaline entered her bloodstream. The natural drug tricked her body into thinking it was getting high, and she felt some of the withdrawal effects slip away. They’d be back, she knew, but for now, she felt almost normal again. 
 
    The room shook once more, and the sound of breaking glass filled the back room loudly this time, as Radar flung the door open. Lisa ran in first. She was a mess. Whimpering. Shaking with fear. Radar wasn’t much better, but he was still acting. Still with it. Whatever was outside that door, presumably inside the office, terrified them both. 
 
    “Is it a bear?” she asked, but she knew it wasn’t. Bears don’t shriek. “A mountain lion?” There hadn’t been mountain lions in New England for a long time, but she thought she remembered a few reported sightings in the years before she left. And the shriek did have a kind of cat-like quality. 
 
    But Radar just shook his head and produced a set of keys in his nervous hands. He was going to let her out. The thing in the office was making them abandon the police station. 
 
    “Thanks for not leaving,” Avalon said. 
 
    “Hurry,” Lisa urged. Her legs shook in time with her hands. Her eyes were red and watery. She looked like an addict. Looked like Avalon. 
 
    A shriek from the front office made all of them jump. 
 
    “That’s not a mountain lion, is it?” Avalon said, growing still, listening to the creature rampage through the office, the sound of its movement partially drowned out by the church bell, which rang at what seemed like an impossible speed. 
 
    The light in the room had gone from purple to red, wavering from dark to light like they were inside a giant lava lamp. 
 
    “It’s happening again,” Lisa said. 
 
    Radar ignored her, focusing on the key ring, trying one key at a time on the cell lock. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Avalon asked, feeling like she’d lost her mind and partially believing that this was all a withdrawal-induced hallucination. 
 
    “The...the shift,” Lisa said. “When everything changed.” 
 
    Avalon had no idea what Lisa was talking about, but Radar found the key, twisted the lock and slid the door open. Avalon sprang for the door, but was knocked back. She stumbled and wound up sitting on the cot. A complaint formed on the tip of her tongue, but made it no further. 
 
    Radar hadn’t been setting her free. 
 
    He and Lisa were now inside the cell. He slid the door closed, reached through the bars, twisted the key in the lock and then retreated to the back of the cell with the keys. He shrank into the back corner with Lisa, his arms wrapped protectively around her. 
 
    The rampage continued in the front office. Avalon spun on the huddling pair and shouted. “What the fuck is out there?” The words came out more forceful than she meant, but her imagination was conjuring nightmares similar to her father’s dark surrealist paintings. 
 
    Radar looked up, shaking his head back and forth. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    His head continued shaking. “It’s not...it’s not...” 
 
    “What?” she shouted. 
 
    “It’s not from this planet.” The words shot from his mouth rapid fire, like it was the only way he could bring himself to say it. 
 
    “Like...alien?” Avalon felt her fear abate just a little. This had to be a hallucination. And if that was the case, it was one of the most vivid she’d ever experienced. 
 
    “Yes,” Radar said, now speaking confidently. “It’s alien. Has to be.” 
 
    Avalon smirked. “Are you guys screwing with me? Is someone out there making all this noise and shining lights in the windows to teach me a lesson about drugs?” 
 
    “What?” Radar said, like it was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever head. She’d seen Radar in a school play once, before she skipped town. He was young, but he was such a bad actor, she didn’t think it was possible for him to pull off the range of emotions she was seeing. 
 
    This was for real. 
 
    They were terrified of something otherworldly tearing apart the police station. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The door to the back room shook from an impact, bending inward in a way that left no doubt the next strike would knock it free from its hinges. 
 
    “Get down!” Lisa implored. 
 
    “Hide!” Radar said. 
 
    Hide? Avalon looked around the cell. There was no place to hide. Then she saw the pillows and blankets. A person might recognize the abstract shape of three people hiding beneath a blanket, but an animal might not make any sense of it. She tore the blanket off the cot, sat in the corner beside Radar and tossed the blanket over all three of them. 
 
    “Stay still,” she urged. “Stay quiet.” 
 
    Their silence meant they’d heard her requests, but none of them could fully squelch the tremors of fear twitching their muscles. 
 
    Avalon found a small hole in the blank and peeked through. Just as she spotted it, the door exploded inward, slamming hard against the cell bars. The monster came next, and it was so unexpected and vile that she nearly screamed. Radar must have sensed it because he grabbed her arm and squeezed. 
 
    She worked hard at controlling her breathing. It was shaky and loud, but she didn’t think the creature could hear her over the now constant clang of the church bell. It was just one long and very loud tone. The red light shifting through the room became more violent. Almost urgent. And it gave the beast the look of something that emerged straight from the depths of hell. 
 
    Its vertical mouth flapped open and closed, testing the air. Was it smelling? The yellow eyes atop its lobster tail of a neck—or maybe head, it was hard to tell—swiveled toward her and came together, pressing against each other so hard that the spheres became ovals. 
 
    It can see me, she thought. It sees my eye! But she remained motionless. It still might not have realized she was edible. 
 
    It pushed through the room, sliding up against the cell bars. It spread open its bat-like wings and clung to the cell, which darkened beneath the living shroud. Lisa let out a squeak of fright. The yellow eyes swiveled toward her and then returned to Avalon’s eye, peering through the hole. Its head rotated and slipped through the bars. 
 
    Avalon tensed. “It knows we’re here,” she whispered. “But it can’t reach us.” 
 
    As soon as she spoke the words, the beast decided to prove her wrong. Rather than try to smash its way through the solid metal bars, the thing’s neck extended, one segment at a time, stretching the long jaws even larger. With the elasticity of an anaconda’s belly, it reached for them. 
 
    “I was wrong,” Avalon said quickly. “It can reach us.” 
 
    Lisa let out another squeak, diverting its attention for just a moment. 
 
    “We’re going to have to fight it,” Avalon declared. 
 
    “How?” Radar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Avalon admitted. “Just beat the shit out of it with anything you can find, with your fist. Aim for its fucking eyes.” 
 
    She saw him nod. Lisa would be sitting the fight out. 
 
    “Ready?” Avalon asked. “On three. One. Two. Three!” 
 
    Avalon flung the blanket up and out. It fell atop the creature’s head, blinding it. It reacted violently, throwing its head up, smashing the ceiling. Then it came down and thrashed side to side. Before Avalon or Radar could land a blow, they were struck by the flailing beast and flung against opposite ends of the cell. 
 
    Avalon’s head throbbed with pain. Warm liquid ran over her shoulder. She pushed herself up, half on the cot. The creature shook the blanket free, locked on Radar and lunged for the kill. 
 
    Radar, Lisa and Avalon screamed in unison. 
 
    A shotgun blast drowned out their voices. It was followed by a loud shriek that was ended by a second explosion. The sound was deafening inside the concrete space, but when the monster fell limp, its head deflating and shrinking back in on itself, Avalon didn’t care about the pain. They’d been saved. 
 
    “You okay in there?” came the deep ragged voice of a man who’d spent the better part of the past thirty years with a cigarette dangling from his lips. The words also came out with the slow slur of someone who’d been drinking. A lot. 
 
    Avalon didn’t recognize the voice of their rescuer, but Radar did. He stood to his feet, looking just as afraid as he had when the monster was trying to eat him. “Dad?” 
 
    The giant bird-bat-thing was yanked away from the cell. It fell in a still deflating heap. The room filled with the scent of its warm insides and exposed guts. Charley Wilson, a rough looking man wearing dirty jeans and a white ‘wife-beater’ tank top stepped over the carcass. 
 
    “Radar?” Charley rubbed a hand through his already messy hair and squinted. He lowered the shotgun, and the weight of it nearly pulled him to the floor. “Chu’ doing in jail, boy?” 
 
    Radar said nothing. Just stared at the floor. 
 
    “You stole something, you gonna have to answer to—” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Lisa said. The words were quiet, but packed a punch. 
 
    Charley swiveled his head around, eyes widening for a moment, seeing Lisa and Avalon for the first time. “Look at you boy, locked up with a pair of sluts.” A lopsided grin pulled at one side of his face, revealing a missing tooth. 
 
    Avalon realized that Charley might pose a bigger threat than the monster he’d killed. If he decided to get violent with that shotgun, there was nothing they could do about it. She stood, trying to hide her fear, and approached the bars where he stood. He eyed her up and down. In his drunken state, he didn’t recognize her as the girl who’d grown up across the street. Or maybe he did and didn’t care. Didn’t matter. She gave him a look no man could turn from. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being shared,” she said, stopping at the bars. 
 
    He leaned forward with a drowsy look in his eyes and an expanding grin. “That right?” 
 
    She reached through the bars and ran her fingers through his greasy hair. The slick feeling between her fingers and the humid stench wafting off the dead monster nearly made her throw up in his face, but she fought her revulsion, grabbed the back of his head and yanked. 
 
    Charley’s skull played a tune on the cell bars as Avalon slammed him against the hard metal three times, stopping only when his body went slack. She let go of him, and he fell on top of the dead monster. 
 
    She expected Radar to yell at her, to be angry about what she did to his father, despite the man being an abusive prick. But he didn’t say anything. He just walked to the cell door, unlocked it and slid it open. Working in silence, the three of them dragged Charley into the cell and closed it behind them, locking him in. 
 
    Avalon recovered the shotgun, gave it a pump and headed for the front room. Radar and Lisa emerged behind her. “It’s quiet,” she noted. “The bell stopped.” 
 
    Radar moved around her and made for the wrecked front door. They had to climb over piles of debris, but quickly reached the exit and stepped out into a mid-afternoon day with a bright blue sky. They descended the steps, looking up. 
 
    Lisa smiled. “I think we’re back. I think we’re home.” 
 
    Avalon lowered her gaze and looked south, down Main Street. She shook her head. If the monster in the police station wasn’t bad enough, she now saw a landscape that shouldn’t exist. “Not even close,” she said before passing out. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Frost assessed herself quickly. She was shaky with adrenaline and horror, but unharmed. Her throat stung from sucking in deep breaths of hot, dry, desert air, but it was fading already. Winslow and Dodge crouched beside her, catching their breath. She spotted Griffin and Rule in front of the cruiser closest to the town’s border, which was now lush and green. She ignored that, though, and focused on her job. 
 
    Her thoughts were on Monty and the girls. They were, after all, who they’d all set out to rescue. If Monty and the girls weren’t okay, what was the point? She found them just a few feet away, leaning against one of the cruisers. Monty had a girl under each arm, protecting them like a bird might protect its young. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” she asked him. When he didn’t reply, she took his chin gently in her hand and lifted his gaze to her. “You’re safe now. The girls are with you. Are you hurt?” 
 
    Clarity slowly returned to his eyes. He blinked. “Hurt?” He glanced at his shoulder. Blood flowed from a straight slash, but it didn’t look profuse. 
 
    “Can you move it?” she asked. If the cut was deep and the muscle was cut, he either wouldn’t be able to move the limb or would cry out in pain from the attempt. He lifted the arm briefly. He sucked in a breath, but didn’t shout. 
 
    “It’s not bad,” he determined. 
 
    Frost looked at both girls. Both looked unharmed, but they’d need time to recover mentally. Probably years of counseling. 
 
    “Alice, Joy,” she said. “How would you two like some lollipops?” 
 
    Alice glanced up. As shook up as kids got, they almost always reacted to triggers that indicated things were back to normal. She reached into her pocket where she kept the candies—always on hand to promote good will with the next generation of Refuge residents. She handed one to Alice, who unwrapped it and placed it in her mouth. She held the other out to Joy. The girl stared at it for a moment, then reached out and took the candy. She didn’t unwrap it, though. She just held it close to her chest and mumbled, “Thank you,” in a soft, quiet voice that all but broke Frost’s heart. 
 
    “Frost.” It was Griffin. His voice sounded forced. In pain. Like someone who’d just woken up with a hangover. But then he said her name—shouted her name—and it was full of pain and desperation. “Frost!” 
 
    She got to her feet. Griffin was on his knees. Rule was beside him. She could only see Rule’s face. Her eyes were open. Her mouth was moving. Had something come through with them? 
 
    Then she saw tears in Griffin’s eyes, dripping from his eyes to Rule’s cheeks, and neither of them paid any attention to it. Frost rushed toward them. Griffin heard her coming and turned to her. His eyes were red and wet. 
 
    Rule reached up and pulled Griffin close. Her mouth moved quickly, whispering a message. Griffin nodded several times, saying, “I will. I will.” He leaned up and said, “Thank you,” as Frost arrived and rounded the front of the police car. 
 
    Frost gasped at what she found and stumbled back. She tripped over a thick, green plant and fell backwards. The ground beneath her was like a saturated sponge, leaching water into her clothes. But she paid the tall vegetation and wet landscape no attention as she scrambled back to the road, and her dying friend and mentor. 
 
    Rule had made it past the town border before the shift, but not all of her. She’d been cut in half. The wound had been cauterized, and though she wasn’t bleeding, the massive shock to the system and copious internal damage would soon stop her heart from beating. Rule knew this as well as anyone who saw her would. Time was short. Rule waved her down. 
 
    Frost, tears in her eyes, fell to her knees, oblivious to the pain of the pavement biting through her pant leg. Rule raised her hand and Frost took it. “You’ve been like a daughter,” Rule said. 
 
    A loud sob barked from Frost’s mouth, her sorrow fighting to get out. But she couldn’t do that to Rule. She couldn’t make the woman feel guilty for dying. So she swallowed her anguish and just nodded. Rule had more to say. Always did. 
 
    “Made me proud today. World went to hell, and you held it together. Got those girls to safety. Did the right thing.” 
 
    “I was just following you,” Frost said. 
 
    Rule shook her head and smiled. “Nah, that was you. Listen,” Rule said. She left go of Frost’s hand and took hold of the badge on her chest. She tried to unpin it, but her hands were shaking too much. 
 
    “Let me,” Griffin said, unpinning the badge. 
 
    “No,” Frost said, not wanting this to be reality. She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Ain’t no other way,” Rule said, her voice getting softer. She took the badge and placed it in Frost’s hand. Closed her fingers over the symbol for the law and order Sheriff Rebecca Rule had brought to Refuge, New Hampshire. “The town is yours now. Keep ’em safe.” 
 
    Frost nodded, straightened her spine and sniffed. With a nod, she said. “I will. I promise, I will.” 
 
    Rule gave a nod and said, “Get the Pastor.” 
 
    Griffin stood. “Dodge.” He waved the man over. 
 
    Pastor Dodge arrived a moment later, stopping in place when he saw the state of the former sheriff. “Dear Lord.” He was by her side a moment later, both of his hands wrapped around hers. He closed his eyes and began whispering—praying, Frost knew. “Amen,” he said. 
 
    “Will I see him?” Rule asked the pastor. 
 
    “Bernie was a believer,” Dodge said. “Like you were, before his passing.” 
 
    Frost flinched. The pastor wasn’t pulling his punches. She was about to object, but Rule gave a smile and nodded. 
 
    “Death can kill faith,” Rule said, glancing at Griffin. 
 
    “Only you and the Lord God knows what’s in your heart, Becky,” Dodge said. “But I’ve just petitioned Him on your behalf. He’s merciful.” He smiled, tears in his eyes. “He might even make an exception for a heathen like you.” 
 
    Rule laughed, which caused her obvious pain, but her smile never faded. She leaned her head up a little and nodded at Frost. “You give her the same respect you woulda given me. It’s the only way things’ll get done. Only way to keep our people safe.” 
 
    Dodge nodded. “You have my word.” 
 
    Satisfied, Rule leaned back and turned her eyes to Griffin. As she moved, a white gold necklace slid out of her shirt, a tiny diamond dangling from the chain. Rule clutched at it, squeezing tightly, but didn’t seem conscious of the action. It was reflex. A nervous habit. “Tell Avalon I love her. Get it done.” 
 
    And then, she was gone. 
 
    The sheriff was dead. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Griffin stood at the center of Main Street, looking south. It had been only an hour since Rule had left the world—whatever world this was now. The view was mostly green, a jungle as endless as the desert it replaced. A streak of dark blue cut across the horizon. A lake or an ocean reflecting the blue sky where the three-pronged, impossibly large obelisks had stood. If he hadn’t snapped a photo of the scene, he might not have believed it ever existed. He raised his phone and snapped a photo of this new world. 
 
    And that’s what it was. He had no doubt. The town—a perfect circle of Refuge and the surrounding forest—had been transported somewhere else. Another planet? Another dimension? Another time? Those possibilities were Winslow’s area of expertise. But there was no doubt in his mind that this was not Earth. At least as they knew it. Identical gravity and breathable air suggested it was, but he’d looked into the jungle before coming back to town with the others, all squished inside Frost’s cruiser. There wasn’t a single plant in the dense jungle that looked familiar. Everything was spongy, even the leaves. They were all designed to hold moisture, which might be why there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. The land here clung to its water, fighting evaporation. 
 
    It didn’t matter really. Their new surroundings were just a distraction from the pain he felt at Rule’s passing. She’d been one of his closest friends. He trusted her. Took comfort in her existence. But now... Refuge was a darker place without her. 
 
    Dodge was holding a prayer service in the church for the townspeople that had awoken to a new world. He promised to keep people calm. Winslow had returned to his observatory, eager to work out exactly where they were and how it happened. Monty and the girls were at the walk-in clinic on the north end of Main Street. It wasn’t open, but Frost had banged on the door of Janet Nikols—the only nurse who lived in town—until she answered. Frost then went back for Rule’s body. Took Walter with her. Griffin had objected. Said it should be him. But the badge now affixed permanently to his chest meant that she was now his superior. So he obeyed. If he didn’t listen to Frost, who would? She and Walter were armed to a T, wore flak jackets and carried stun grenades. 
 
    “Dad,” Avalon said. She’d snuck up behind him. Still looked a mess, but at least she wasn’t the only one now. 
 
    “Are they settled in?” he asked. Radar and Lisa were staying with him until this was all over. Charley would be released when he sobered up. He hadn’t committed a crime and had managed to win a few brownie points by saving three lives. But Griffin wasn’t about to leave Radar and Lisa under the man’s care while life unraveled around them. Who knew how the man would react. Didn’t take much to set him off. 
 
    “You know we have no power, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Cash can connect us to the grid,” Griffin said. He wasn’t sure if it was true, but Cash was a skilled electrician. If anyone in town could get it done, it was him. It’s not like they were about to get outside help. 
 
    He lifted his arm. An invitation. 
 
    She accepted, sliding under his arm. He pulled her close. “Glad you came back to town?” 
 
    “Honestly?” she said, and smiled. “Fuck, no.” 
 
    He managed to chuckle. “While I would do anything to get you out of here and back home, I’m glad to have you with me.” 
 
    She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Was it really the last thing she said?” 
 
    He knew she was talking about Rule. He’d passed on her message. And while it wasn’t exactly the last thing she had said—the final message was for him and him alone—no one else needed to know that. He nodded. “Loved both of us and your mom.” 
 
    Avalon sniffed back a tear. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    “Like I need to get high,” she said. He didn’t like it, but appreciated the honesty. “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s out of my system now. The fight’s in my brain now.” 
 
    “And I’m going to help you with that,” he said. 
 
    “Pretty sure I might be able to find a few things to distract me from the—” 
 
    The roar of a car engine climbing Main Street cut her off. Frost was returning. The cruiser pulled up to the sidewalk. Frost got out, frowning deeply. Griffin expected her to be upset. Rule’s body would be in the back seat...maybe the trunk, but Frost looked pissed more than anything. 
 
    She saw him and headed straight for him. 
 
    “Give us a minute,” he said to Avalon, and he kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She headed toward Memorial Park, which looked like it always did, chirping birds, bright flowers and all. 
 
    He turned to Frost as she arrived. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The look in her eyes was pure rage, and he feared he’d somehow upset her. But instead of slugging him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and lowered her head to his shoulder. 
 
    “She’s gone,” Frost said. 
 
    “We put her in the car,” he said, surprised. 
 
    “I know.” She shook her head. “The door was open.” 
 
    “I hate to say this, but people in town need to start carrying weapons. Who knows what the hell is in that jungle or if any of those big assholes from the desert came along for the ride.” He was talking about the humanoid giants and the oversized flying creature they’d dragged out of the police station and put in Soucey’s freezer for later scrutiny. 
 
    He felt her nod on his shoulder. 
 
    She stopped and stayed quiet for a moment. Then asked, “What did she tell you?” 
 
    They separated. 
 
    “Kinda private,” he said. 
 
    She squinted at him. “Were you two...” 
 
    He smiled lightly. Rule would have gotten a kick out of that. Mostly she’d told him how much she cared about him. Told him to be strong. To watch out for Avalon. But she’d also given him permission...with Frost. He’d keep that to himself, but he couldn’t deny he needed to tell someone about the mission she’d given him. In part, because it was a heavy weight to carry alone, but also because he would need her help. 
 
    “She wanted you to protect the town.” He looked into her eyes and fought against the way they softened his heart. Turning toward the southern view and the endless jungle, he added, “She wanted me to avenge it.” 
 
    Just then, the church bell chimed. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Refuge- Night of the Blood Sky, try Refuge-Darkness Falls. 
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 DARK RITE BY DAVID WOOD AND ALAN BAXTER 
 
      
 
    A small mountain town hides a dark secret… 
 
    When his father’s death brings Grant Shipman to the Appalachian town of Wallen’s Gap, he believes his biggest problem will be dealing with the slow pace and odd townsfolk. But something sinister is at work. A dark power rises, an echo of the  town’s  bloody past.  A book  of  blood  magic  offers an unspeakable horror a gateway into the world of the living, and only Grant stands in the way of their Dark Rite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The unrelenting blanket of green shrouded the world as far as the eye could see. Only a sprinkling of snow atop the highest peaks broke the monotony. Somewhere in this wilderness was the turnoff to Wallen's Gap. At least, that's what the map promised, though the GPS had other ideas. If the device was to be believed, the little town sat isolated between two mountains to the west with no means of ingress or egress. It was as if the forest had wrapped its arms around the town and refused to let it go.  
 
    His cell phone vibrated and he took it out, surprised he actually had coverage in the middle of nowhere. Voicemail. He must have caught a brief moment of reception. He punched up the message and pressed the phone to his ear. 
 
      
 
    Grant, it’s Suzanne. I was hoping you’d answer. Listen, I know this is a bad time and all, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell you before you left. I mean, you just found out about your dad and all. 
 
      
 
    Long pause. 
 
      
 
    I think we need to take a break. 
 
      
 
    A longer pause. 
 
      
 
    No, I can’t drag this out. I’m moving out. I’ve put up with your stupid dreams long enough. You never finish anything, Grant, ever. You start something, it gets tough, you quit. We both know this music thing is just going to end up as another of your failures. You’ll do it for a while, something will go wrong, or you’ll get discouraged, and you’ll be moving on to the next pipe dream. I want to be with somebody who’s actually going somewhere in life. There are things I want and you can’t give them to me. Anyway, I really am sorry to tell you this way. Hope things go okay in Virginia. 
 
      
 
    Grant ended the call and tossed his phone onto the passenger seat. He stared ahead, stunned as the trees zipped past on either side. Three years together and she couldn’t even tell him to his face. What the hell? Maybe she was right. Perhaps a college degree and a safe career choice would be better for his future. He had a vision of himself trying to teach anthems to hormonal teenagers in a high school band and the very thought made him itch all over. He was a damned good musician and he would make it. Screw Suzanne. She’d be sorry when she saw him rocking out arenas. Besides, he’d loved his guitar a lot longer than he had loved her. But the coldness of her message shocked him. His GPS flickered and he cursed. He rapped on it twice before realizing what was really going on. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Blue lights flashed in his rear-view mirror and with them came the icy feeling in the pit of his stomach that always accompanied a traffic ticket. “Haven't seen a damn soul for miles and the first person I meet is a cop.” Could this day get any worse? He hadn't been speeding but, with all the attention he'd been paying to his phone and GPS, he had doubtless had trouble staying on his side of the center line on the winding mountain road. 
 
    He scanned the roadside for a place to pull over but there was precious little space. The mountain rose up to his right at a steep incline and to his left fell away into a dark valley. The cop was riding his ass now, and cold sweat trickled down the back of Grant's neck as he wondered if the guy was getting impatient with him for not pulling over right away. What was he supposed to do? Stop in the middle of the road?  
 
    He was about do to that very thing when he spied a turn-off to his right. He winced as the encroaching shrubs scraped the paint job on his '68 Camaro. Finally far enough off the road to feel safe, he killed the engine and, careful not to make any sudden moves, took his wallet from his back pocket. 
 
    He turned to roll down the window and gasped, jerking involuntarily and dropping his wallet. A dark shaped loomed in the window, gleaming teeth bared. Heart pounding, he blinked and the image came into focus. A man in a beige uniform, mirrored shades, and a wide-brimmed hat. How had the cop gotten to Grant's car so fast?  
 
    Still grinning, the cop tapped the window with a yellow fingernail.  
 
    “Sorry,” Grant called, cranking the handle for all he was worth, wishing for an automatic window. “I'm a little lost and I was trying to look at my...” 
 
    “Just get your license and hand it to me, son.” The cop had a nasal voice with a touch of mountain twang, but his big hands and authoritative manner chased away any feelings Grant might have had of city superiority. His name tag read “J. Barton.” 
 
    He handed over his license, proud that his hands weren’t trembling. Biting his lip, he waited for a chance to explain himself and possibly ask for directions, but was hesitant to be the first to break the silence. 
 
    Barton held the license up. “Grant Shipman,” he read aloud. He pursed his lips and tapped his chin. “You Andrew's boy?” 
 
    Grant's heart sank. “Yes, officer.” His mouth was dry and his voice scratchy. 
 
    “Sheriff.”  
 
    “Sorry, Sheriff. Yes, Andrew was my dad.” He paused, searching Sheriff Barton's face to see if the admission had any obvious impact, but could see none. “I'm headed to the memorial service, but the road to Wallen's Gap isn't showing up on my GPS. I was trying to look at it and check my directions. I know I shouldn't do that when I'm driving.” 
 
    “Damn shame about your daddy.” Barton handed back Grant's license. “Damn shame. He was a good man.” 
 
    “Thank you.” There wasn't much else Grant could say. He and his father had never been close, and the elder Shipman had moved to Wallen's Gap a long time ago. 
 
    “You going to see to his affairs? His house and the like?” 
 
    “I suppose so. But not until after the funeral, of course.” Grant grimaced. He didn't relish the thought of sorting through a dead man's possessions, especially a man whom he felt he should have known better, should have cared for more deeply. 
 
     “It's just a dirt road into town from this side of the mountains. You'd best follow me.” Barton turned and strode back to his patrol car.  
 
    Grant sagged against the headrest, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. He had avoided a ticket and found himself a guide to town. Perhaps this day was about to get better. 
 
      
 
    Cassie took a deep breath and stepped into the community center beside the tiny Wallen's Gap supermarket. Her heart hammered and her nerves made her angry. She needed help and wouldn’t let pride get in the way. 
 
    “Hello, Cassie.” The gray-haired woman at the desk greeted her with a smile that was more genuine than her too-white dentures. 
 
    Cassie ground her teeth. Everyone knew everyone in this tiny craphole of a town. “Hello, Mrs. Golding.” 
 
    A moment's uncomfortable silence hung in the air. 
 
    “You'd like to see the counselor?” Golding eventually asked, her voice gentle. 
 
    Cassie nodded, not quite able to meet the woman's eye. 
 
    Golding stood, favored Cassie with a kind smile, and stepped away down a corridor. Moments later she returned. “She's free. Second door on your left.” 
 
    Cassie tried not to roll her eyes. The only counselor in a small town where half the people thought psychology to be just one of the many tools of the devil wasn’t likely to have people beating down her door for appointments.  
 
    The woman in the office had a familiar face, but Cassie couldn't place her. “Cassie Brunswick, is it? I'm Doctor Houghton. Please come in and sit down.” 
 
    Cassie took the offered seat. Houghton. She'd gone to school with a Clare Houghton, but they had never been close. This must be Clare’s mother. She took in her surroundings in a quick glance: a sofa and chair, a tiny bookshelf stuffed with self-help books, and a spartan, metal desk, neatly organized, above which hung a framed diploma from Stuart College. Two whole hours away! By Wallen's Gap standards, this woman was a world traveler. Cassie supposed she should get on with it before she changed her mind. “Everything we talk about is confidential, right?” she asked. 
 
    Houghton took a pad and pencil from her desk and sat in a chair opposite. “Yes, absolutely. You can be open and honest and nothing needs to ever leave this room. Unless I think you're about to commit a crime or harm yourself. That's not the case, I presume. Is it?” 
 
    Cassie shook her head and stared at her hands in her lap. She'd bitten her nails down to the quick. Her grandmother would have had a fit. The room seemed to press in on her as she searched for words. She had no idea where to start. 
 
    “It's all right,” Houghton said softly. “Tell me what's on your mind.” 
 
    “I've been seeing this boy, Carl.” She stopped, unsure again. 
 
    “How old are you, Cassie?” There was no trace of judgment in the woman's tone. 
 
    “Just turned eighteen.” 
 
    “Carl is twenty, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Twenty going on twelve.” How had she not seen what an immature jerk he was? She'd known from the start he was broken, but didn't count on just how badly. 
 
    Houghton nodded, and scribbled on her pad. “Take all the time you need.”  
 
    “Well, it's just everything really.” Inside, a floodgate opened. “He scares me and he's always getting wasted, he smokes so much weed, and has all these stupid ideas about stuff. I want to break up with him, but he says he couldn't live without me. And he says I need him too.” She stopped, dragged a breath in, determined not to cry. 
 
    Houghton laid the pad on her knees. “Let me get this straight. You'd like to end things with Carl, but he makes you think you can't leave him?” 
 
    Cassie nodded. 
 
    “You can, you know. You can do anything you want.” 
 
    Cassie made a derisive noise that was half-cough, half-snort. “Oh sure. Anything I want. Like what? I can't go anywhere. I can't get out of this stupid town. Besides, nobody would like it if I left him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The counselor frowned. 
 
    “Never mind.” Cassie gazed at the floor. 
 
    “Has he hurt you, Cassie?” 
 
    “No.” Heat prickled the back of her neck and she felt the same old urge to defend the loser. Her loser. 
 
    “Have you two had sex?” 
 
    The boldness of the question shocked Cassie briefly, but she bit it down. “No. Well, not actual sex, no. I never have.” 
 
    Houghton jotted something down. Cassie imagined the woman writing EIGHTEEN YEAR-OLD VIRGIN in big block letters and almost managed a smile. 
 
    “Has he pressured you about that?” 
 
    “Not exactly. It's kind of weird. He likes to, you know, fool around.” Her cheeks burned at the admission. “But he doesn't push me to go farther. I don't want to anyway, but every guy, you know, wants to. It doesn't make sense. He acts like he doesn't want to go all the way with me, but he wants to own me or something. He always wants me to get him off. But never all the way. I don't really want to be with him, but when I start talking about us maybe taking a break, he gets so mad. I'm scared most of the time.” The last bit came out in little more than a whisper and Cassie dropped her gaze to her clasped hands. 
 
    Houghton nodded, scribbled again on her pad. “You know, you don't have to be scared of him. You can...” 
 
    “I'm not just scared of him,” Cassie interrupted.  
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Cassie paused, breathing deeply again. It was harder than she thought it would be to talk about the real problem. The real fear. “He says I sleepwalk.” The word seemed so inadequate. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Maybe. He says I sleepwalk and he has to try to get me back into bed without freaking me out or anything. That's another thing that's been holding me back. Carl says if I leave him, who's going to look out for me at night then?” 
 
    “So you sleep together? Share a bed, I mean?”  
 
    Cassie nodded. She was still looking at her hands and couldn’t see the woman's face, but she thought she registered a note of mild disapproval. Typical for this town. Just about every girl got initiated in the back seat of somebody's car during her freshman year, but as soon as they became parents themselves, you'd think they'd worn a chastity belt until they were thirty.  
 
    “I do sometimes. I usually stay at home, but I don't want to be there when Daddy gets really drunk, so I crash at Carl's.” 
 
    “Do you sleepwalk at other times, when you're not at Carl's house?” 
 
    Cassie couldn't say anything, a lump of nerves sitting heavy in her throat like a cold rock. 
 
    “Cassie?” Houghton's attention was fully upon her now. The note pad lay forgotten on her lap. 
 
    “Sometimes I wake up and my feet are muddy. Once my nightshirt was all torn and there was blood on it.” 
 
    Houghton shifted forward, elbows on her knees. “Blood?” 
 
    “I couldn't find any cuts or anything.” Cassie bit her lip, not sure if she should say the rest. Then again, what was the point of seeing a counselor if she didn't spill her guts? She blurted the words out before she could change her mind. “I don't think it was my blood.” 
 
    “Whose was it then?” Houghton articulated each word in careful, measured tones. The woman was trying too hard not to sound judgmental. 
 
    The tears started despite Cassie’s best efforts. “I don't know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Another book about the Templars. Big surprise.” Grant tossed the volume into a box that already contained the works of Dan Brown plus a variety of fiction and non-fiction titles along the same theme. He'd sorted through roughly half of his dad's library. At first, he inspected each book carefully, even flipping through the pages in search of hidden cash or important documents, but an hour's futile efforts convinced him to give it up as a bad job.  
 
    The next book was a thick, heavy tome, cracked with age and the stamped gold letters on the spine faded. He held it up to the light and read the words aloud. “Demonology and The Bible.”  
 
    Frowning, he flipped through the pages, trying to get a feel for the content. The title made it sound like a Christian book of some sort, but the contents put him to mind of a horror novel. He stopped at a black and white print showing a demon hunched over the supine body of a naked young woman who lay bound to an altar. He didn't know what unsettled him more: its rapacious expression or hers of terror. A shiver ran up his spine and he had the sudden urge to toss the book into the fireplace and burn it. The momentary irrationality passed and he put it in the box with the other religious books. 
 
    He'd hoped that, in the process of settling his father's affairs, he'd learn a little something about the man who had been an enigma to him for so long. So far, all he'd determined was his father loved his home in the mountains, his conspiracy thrillers, and apparently liked to read about religions, no matter how obscure. Or how sinister. 
 
    Grant stared into space as his thoughts drifted back to Suzanne. His stomach iced slightly at the thought of her packing up all her stuff and leaving. They had been together a long time. It was hard to imagine that she had just up and left like that. Then again, they’d been high school kids when they first started dating, and they’d had problems from the start. Everything he did stressed her out: his decision to drop out of college, his string of part-time jobs, his musical pursuits, his band practices, his seedy gigs. Meanwhile, she pursued corporate greatness, going to school year-round, earning her business degree after only three years, and recently accepting a boring, entry-level job at some faceless corporation in an equally faceless glass building. Come to think of it, he didn’t know where she worked or what she did, aside from the fact that it involved a lot of bitching at the dinner table. He hadn’t thought they were as doomed as she had suggested. Clearly he had been quite naïve there. Now he was all alone. You never finish anything! Her words haunted him. 
 
    Two razor sharp knocks on the door jolted him out of his emo moment and he grimaced as he stumbled to answer, awkwardly navigating the clutter he'd created in the spacious living area. Who could it be? He didn't know anyone and who, aside from the cop who'd stopped him, even knew he was here? He reached for the knob and hesitated, visions of Deliverance-style hillbilly perverts flashing through his mind. He dismissed them with a rueful laugh and opened the door. 
 
    No one was there. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side like a confused dog and stepped out into the cool mountain air. There was no car in the driveway, save his own. He strode out onto the front porch and peered out into the woods. Nothing.  
 
    “Hello?” His voice sounded weak and tentative, so he summoned his inner thug and tried again. “Somebody fucking around out here?” That was better, though not by much. It suddenly occurred to him that anyone who was messing with him wouldn’t answer back. In fact, whoever had knocked might be sneaking around back at this very instant. He stepped back inside, shut the door harder than necessary, locked it, and looked around for a weapon. His dad's Civil War era musket, complete with bayonet, hung above the fireplace. Nice. Now all he needed were cartridges, lead balls, and an inkling of how to load and fire the thing. He hurried into the kitchen area and, in a drawer full of tarnished silverware, found a carving knife with a long, triangular blade. It would have to do. 
 
    He moved to the back door and peered out the dirty window. If trees were out to get him, he was screwed, because that was all he saw in any direction. Clutching the knife, he opened the back door and moved out beneath the canopy of the forest that grew right up to the back edge of the house. He strained his eyes and ears, but neither saw nor heard anything. He was alone. It must have been a tree limb knocking against the side of the cabin. That or his imagination running wild.  
 
    There it was again. This time there was no question about the knock. He heard it clear as day. In a flash he was off, sprinting around the corner of the cabin. In the time it took to think, At least I'm not running with scissors, he was there. 
 
    And he was alone.  
 
    “No freaking way.” He kicked at a loose rock and sent it bounding across the clearing in front of the cabin. The forest floor was carpeted in a thick layer of dry leaves. There was no way anyone could have run away that fast without him at least hearing them. He made a circuit of the cabin, looking for footprints but found exactly what he had expected--nothing. More unnerved than he cared to admit, he returned to the cabin and began gathering his things. He'd head to town, grab a cup of coffee and a bite to eat and clear his head. At the last second he grabbed the old demonology book that had caught his attention earlier. He didn't know why, but he suddenly wanted it out of the house, or maybe it wanted out, or something equally irrational. In any case, he shoved the book into his backpack. 
 
    He kept the knife too. 
 
      
 
    The interior of Cup-of-Joe was as grimy as its plate glass front window where chipped paint advertised the “Best Cup of Coffee in Town!” Faces turned toward Grant as he entered and all stared with mingled curiosity and disdain as he ordered and took a seat. Their conversations slowly started up again when he refused to meet any of those inquisitive eyes. Fucking hick town, he thought to himself. If they were dogs, they'd all be sniffing my ass right now. He'd be glad when the funeral was over and he could clear up and get out. Maybe he should just pile everything up in the woods and set it on fire, leave the cabin an empty shell, and get a real estate agent to sell it. 
 
    The thought had occurred to him that having a cabin in the country might be nice. He wasn't really the rural type, but he appreciated peace and quiet, nature, clear skies and fresh air. But this certainly didn't seem like the place for it. Maybe he'd sell out, take the proceeds and buy a little place somewhere else. Somewhere less... inbred. 
 
    The waitress put his coffee and eggs on the table and gave him a friendly, if distant, smile. “Anything else?” 
 
    He returned the smile, shook his head. “No, thanks.” A thought occurred to him. “Say, did you know Andrew Shipman?” 
 
    The waitress's friendly face turned sad. “Sort of. Not really. My daddy knew him, from when they were in the lodge together. Terrible that he died. So young for a heart attack.” 
 
    Grant nodded, now wondering why he'd asked.  “Was he a... I dunno, was he a nice guy?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She pursed her lips and cocked her head. It was a cute look for her. “Like I said, I didn't really know him, but he was always friendly, always had a grin on his face when he stopped in.” 
 
    A part of Grant wished he knew his father better, but only a small part. The bastard walked out on Grant and his mother years ago and all the memories from before that were bad. Perhaps it was easy to feel guilty now the man was dead. Perhaps he needed some kind of closure, though he doubted he'd find it out here among the mountains and trees. He tried to imagine the old man as a regular member of the community. “You said he and your dad were in the lodge together? What lodge?” 
 
    The waitress giggled. “You know, the Freemasons.” She made a face like she was imparting a great secret. “Secret societies and covert men's business.” 
 
    Grant laughed and a man at the counter cleared his throat altogether too loudly. The waitress jumped and hurried away. Annoyed, Grant turned to look and the fellow stared at him with hard, dark eyes. He was a bear of a man, with a red and blue checked shirt stretched tight over bulging, muscular arms and a swollen beer gut. Grant held his eye for a few very uncomfortable seconds but the bear was obviously not planning to look away. More frustrated than ever with this backward community, Grant turned back to his food. He cursed his shaking hand as he forked up lukewarm eggs. 
 
    Keeping his attention away from the hicks, and determined not to give them the satisfaction of leaving right after his lunch, Grant ordered a coffee refill and sat back in the chair. To give himself something to do he pulled out the demonology book. Inside the front cover he found an inscription he hadn't noticed before: 
 
      
 
    Brother Andrew, 
 
    May the demons always be outside your circle. 
 
    In darkness and disorder, 
 
    Your Brothers and Sisters of Kaletherex. 
 
      
 
    Grant furrowed his brow. What the hell was Kaletherex? And if they called him Brother Andrew, was this a gift from the Freemasons the waitress had just mentioned? If so, what did “Brothers and Sisters” mean? In Grant's limited knowledge, the Freemasons were an all-boys club. A sick feeling rising in his gut, he thumbed through the pages, keeping his body between the leatherbound volume and the others in the diner. He didn't want them to see it, to know he had it. If it felt sinister to him, no telling what these hillbillies would make of it. He wondered what they would have made of his dad had they known about the old man’s interest in demonology. 
 
    The door bell jingled as a young, pretty redhead came in. Her downcast gaze didn't conceal her red eyes and puffy face. Their eyes met and he flashed her a tight smile. She seemed surprised, gave the merest nod and hurried past. He watched her faint ghost reflected in the plate glass window as she ordered a coffee and took a seat at the table behind him.  
 
    She had a creamy complexion, full lips, and body that had not yet succumbed to the local fare of chicken-fried everything. In fact, she was the first person he'd seen in this town whose immediate forbearers, he could be certain, weren't closely related. Maybe this place wasn't all bad after all. Forget Suzanne. Maybe he’d fool around with a mountain girl while he was in town. He hadn’t been with another girl since their Junior prom. Might as well get something good out of this trip. 
 
    But the thought of Suzanne dumping him so casually was still a knife in the gut. He turned his attention back to the book and continued to flip through, the pictures growing increasingly horrific. Hideous creatures did despicable things to terrified victims. He read occasional passages about true names, binding incantations, genealogy, as if these things were real. He didn't know jack about the Freemasons, but he was sure this book was not Masonic. Two pages turned at once under the weight of something between them and a yellowed photo slid out. Maybe a bookmark. 
 
    The picture showed three men in long robes, with heavy rope belts. Hoods sat piled on their shoulders as they smiled broadly at the camera, each with their hand on the hilt of a large knife, buried guard-deep in the carcass of a goat. Grant stared, horrified, at the grinning face of his father staring back. The man in the middle of the three had a large, heavy-looking medallion hanging low against his chest, the only difference between himself, Grant's father and the man on the other side. 
 
    A gasp broke Grant's reverie. He looked around to see the pretty redhead, hand before her mouth in shock, staring at the photo over his shoulder. 
 
    He laughed nervously, stuffing it back between the pages. “Just an old film still, I think,” he said, sounding fake even to himself. 
 
    The girl jumped up and ran from the diner, half-eaten sandwich and full cup of coffee forgotten. The bell on the front door clattered as she banged through. 
 
    Grant sat frozen for a moment before sweeping his things back into his backpack, tossing a ten on the table, and running after her. As he left, he noticed the big man at the counter scowling with undisguised contempt. What was his problem? 
 
    The girl hurried down the street, almost running. Sure, the picture was creepy, but why cut and run like that? She glanced back, spotted him, and picked up her pace. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Grant called, moving up behind her. “Excuse me,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She jerked away, whirling about to face him. “Just stay away from me!” She backed away from him like he was a rabid dog. 
 
    Grant held his hands up in front of his shoulders, palms out. “Look, I didn't mean to scare you. It's just that you seemed really shocked by that picture.” 
 
    At the mention of the photograph, she blanched. The girl said nothing, turned away and continued down the street. 
 
    “I'm really sorry,” Grant called after her. 
 
    She didn't look back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The Wallen's Gap Public Library occupied the corner of Main and Oak like a homeless man begging for change. It might have been a nice place back in its heyday, but the peeling paint and crumbling mortar made Grant a little nervous about closing the door too hard when he stepped inside. Past the threshold, the familiar smell of dusty tomes calmed his jangled nerves. A faded poster of President Bush, the first one, greeted him with a sun-bleached smile and the words, “A Thousand Points of Light.” Bush the Elder held a copy of either The Sun Also Rises or The Sound and the Fury--the poster was in such bad shape it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Can I help you?” The speaker was an elderly woman with a face like a Venetian blind and shockingly yellow hair. Her tone said she had little interest in assisting anyone. She stood behind a battered mahogany counter topped by a stack of romance novels. He wondered if she was reading or preparing to re-shelve them. 
 
    “Yes, I was wondering if you have a public computer I could use. With internet access,” he added. No telling what sides came with your entrée and what was a-la-carte around here. 
 
    One of the folds on the woman's face puckered into a disapproving frown. “You have to have a member number to log on to the system.” 
 
    “Okay, can I get a number?” He put on his most winning smile. 
 
    “You have to have a library card to get a member number.” 
 
    “Great! Can I get a library card?” 
 
    “You have to fill out a form and show identification.” Her voice was so dull and her expression so flat that he honestly couldn't tell if she was trying to give him a hard time or not. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, working hard to keep his tone friendly, “where can I get a form?” 
 
    “You can download it from the website.” 
 
    Cracks formed in his calm demeanor and the back of his neck prickled. He gritted his teeth and was formulating a suitable reply when the woman actually cracked a tiny smile. Had he uncovered actual humor in this town? Alert the media! 
 
    “Or you can get one from me.” She slid a form across the counter and even provided a pen without being asked. 
 
    He completed the form and handed it back along with his driver's license. 
 
    “Shipman,” she mused. “You any kin to Andrew Shipman?” 
 
    “My dad.” He was afraid to say more. What if his dad had been as unsavory a character as the photograph seemed to indicate? No telling what his reputation had been in such a small town. But the sheriff had called Andrew a “good man.” Grant didn't know what to think. 
 
    “Are you living in his place now?” Her tone and expression remained neutral. 
 
    Fearing some rule about not giving library cards to out-of-towners, he answered in the affirmative. A few minutes and a donation to the elementary school library later, he was the proud holder of a Wallen's Gap Library card. He stifled a guffaw when he saw his membership number was a whopping three digits long. Not too many readers around here. 
 
    The computer kiosk only held three units, but they were up-to-date and the internet connection crisp. He began with a simple web search: 
 
      
 
    Brothers and Sisters of Kaletherex 
 
      
 
    His shoulders sagged when he saw the results. 
 
      
 
    Your search- brothers and sisters of Kaletherex- did not match any documents 
 
      
 
    He tried “kaletherex” alone and in combination with “wallen's gap” but achieved no better results. He hated to admit failure so quickly. He considered for a few minutes, and a thought sprang to mind that sent a chill down his spine. He set his jaw and typed in “andrew shipman brother of kaletherex wallen's gap.” 
 
    This time, he got a single hit. It was a cached document containing the phrase “Brother Andrew Shipman.” No mention of Kaletherex, but it was something. He clicked the print icon and heard the whir of the printer... behind the front desk. Lovely. 
 
    He logged off and hurried over to the desk, taking out his wallet as he went. He wasn't sure why, but he didn't like the idea of the woman knowing what he was looking at. She handed the paper to him, her eyes passing only a quick glance across it before she handed it over. He thought he saw the ghost of a shadow pass over her face, but it could have been his imagination. 
 
    “Twenty cents, please.” She held out a withered hand. 
 
    He handed her a dollar bill. 
 
    “I don't have change.” She didn't sound the least bit apologetic. In fact, she looked affronted that he didn't have two dimes in his pocket. 
 
    “That's okay. You can owe me.” He gave her his best conspiratorial smile, but she just stared at him. “Uh, keep the change. Thank you for your help.” Duly cowed, he let her disapproving stare chase him out the front door.  
 
    Out on the street, he took a deep breath of mountain air. Foremost in his mind was a single thought. The red-haired girl in the diner had reacted to the picture of his dad. She knew something. He had to find her. 
 
      
 
    Reluctant to go back to the cabin early, Grant wandered around the block from the library. Across the way, a playground occupied a scrubby patch of grass and windblown dirt. He smiled as he caught a flash of red hair. Could he be that lucky? He stopped at a lamppost, acting as if he read the printed sheets in his hand while he covertly watched the redhead. It was definitely her, playing with two little girls who looked like twins in floral print dresses, their chestnut hair tied in bunches. They couldn't be more than four or five years old. The redhead pushed them on swings and chased them from one piece of play equipment to another. She looked to be having fun, but something about her demeanor made Grant a little sad. 
 
    He drew a deep breath, hoping he could talk to her rather than scare her off. He started across the road, forming what he hoped was a pleasant and friendly smile on his face. She saw him coming and scowled, glanced quickly to the twin girls and back again. She looked like a rabbit, cornered and ready to bolt. 
 
    “Hey,” Grant called out, as casually as he could. “You're the girl from the diner, right? I'm Grant.” He dared a broader smile, hoping it would work better on her than it had on the librarian. No such luck. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Cassie.” She seemed a little reluctant to give him even that single word. 
 
    “These your sisters?” he asked, still trying to be friendly but not pushy. 
 
    She shook her head. “My neighbor's girls. I baby-sit.” 
 
    “We're not babies!” one of the twins said in high-pitched indignation. She folded her pudgy arms and tapped a foot in disapproval. Grant wondered where she'd picked that up. 
 
    “Of course you're not, sweetie. It's just a figure of speech.” Cassie favored the girl with a smile and, for a moment, the weight lifted and it looked like the sun shone on her face. But only for a moment. She looked back to Grant, eyes wary. “You're Andrew's son.” It wasn't a question. 
 
    He nodded. “You know him?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “I didn't really know him at all,” Grant said. “He wasn't much of a dad. He left when I was little and never came around after that.” 
 
    Cassie gave a half-smile. “I wish my dad would leave sometimes.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She clammed up again. Grant looked uncomfortably around the park, across the road to municipal buildings, along to the corner dominated by a tall brick building with a bright white facade. His roving eye paused as he caught sight of the square and compass motif. Block letters raised in the stonework read MASONIC TEMPLE. 
 
    “That's where they meet,” Cassie said quietly, making him jump. She half-smiled again at his discomfort. 
 
    “They?” he asked. 
 
    “Loads of the men in town. Freemasons. They think they're some hot shit secret society or something. Losers.” 
 
    “Your dad among them?” 
 
    She nodded. “And yours. Well, he was...” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I found some of his stuff at the house. Just the men?” 
 
    Cassie frowned, scuffed her ragged sneaker in the dirt. “Yeah. Womenfolk not allowed apparently.” 
 
    “Do the women have a society of their own?” 
 
    She barked a laugh. “Not unless you count gossiping after church or at the grocery store.” 
 
    Silence descended again. Cassie watched the twins run and play. One of them swept past with a swish of dress and said, “We live next door to Cassie!” 
 
    “So I heard.” Grant smiled at the little girl, momentarily charmed by the precociousness of youth. 
 
    “Right next door to the church!” the girl announced seriously, like this was essential information. 
 
    Grant smiled. “That's nice.” 
 
    “Run along and play,” Cassie said, her voice a little hard. 
 
    Grant saw her expression was guarded. Perhaps she didn't like the girl blurting out where she lived. He decided to change the subject. “I'm sorry that picture bothered you earlier.” 
 
    Cassie's face closed, like a shutter had come down. “It's nothing.” 
 
    “Sure. But even so, sorry about that.” 
 
    “I just didn't like it, that's all.” She seemed spooked. 
 
    Grant felt bad for her, but clearly something else was happening here. She knew more than she was letting on. “Did you recognize any of the people in that photo?” he asked. “Besides my dad, I mean.” 
 
    Cassie opened her mouth to speak and another voice cut across them. 
 
    “This guy bothering you, Cass?” 
 
    A tall, rangy guy, with greasy hair in a scruffy ponytail strolled up to them and laid an arm across Cassie's shoulders, a blatant act of ownership. She flinched ever so slightly at his touch. He wore a grubby, checked flannel shirt and jeans that looked as though they'd never been washed. Heavy, scuffed workboots made his feet look three sizes too big for his skinny legs. His eyes were red and droopy, his mouth a little slack. 
 
    Enjoy your lunchtime bong? Grant thought to himself, but chose not to say anything. 
 
    “No, he's not,” Cassie said, looking at Grant. Her eyes seemed to hold a warning. 
 
    The newcomer was about Grant's age, maybe a year or two older than Cassie. “We were just having a chat about nothing,” Grant said. “I'm new in town.” 
 
    “That right?” 
 
    Grant nodded, unsure where to go from there. “My dad died recently. He was a local here.” 
 
    “That right?” the stoner said again. 
 
    Grant couldn't repress a slight smile. Such witty repartee! He held out a hand. “I'm Grant. Grant Shipman.” 
 
    The stoner's eyes narrowed. He shook hands, though without any real conviction. “Carl. You Andrew Shipman's boy? He died recently.” 
 
    This guy was a real Sherlock Holmes. “That's right. Did you know my dad? I didn't know him well at all.” 
 
    “You need to leave my girlfriend alone. C'mon, Cassie.” 
 
    Cassie shook his arm off as he tried to turn her around. “Carl! I can't go anywhere, I'm watching the girls.” 
 
    Carl seemed to find the situation suddenly difficult, his face twisting into a confused frown. Grant swiftly sized things up. If Carl felt like his authority was being tested, he looked the sort to react badly to it. Cassie couldn't go anywhere, so Grant would need to break the tension. He clenched a fist, tempted to break the tension by breaking this loser’s nose, but bit it down. His temper was another thing that stressed Suzanne out. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said quickly, “I'd better be off. Gotta lot of stuff to do up at my dad's old place. That's where I'm staying for now.” 
 
    He gave Cassie a reassuring smile, sneered at Carl, and strode off across the scrubby park without waiting for a response. There was something very uncomfortable between those two and he didn't want to get Cassie in any kind of trouble. And if Carl was anything other than stupid, it was trouble. Frustrated, he headed back to where he'd parked his Camaro, wondering what kind of answer Cassie would have given about the photo if they hadn't been interrupted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A soft knock at the door rattled Grant from dark thoughts. He hesitated, then decided anyone who meant him ill probably wouldn't announce their presence so boldly. Then again, who could tell with these locals? 
 
    He drew back the curtain just far enough to peer outside. A woman of middle years stood on the doorstep holding a cardboard box packed with food. Silver streaked her blonde hair, and wrinkles creased her forehead and the corners of her eyes. She saw him and smiled.  
 
    “I'm so sorry to drop in unannounced like this,” she said while the door was still opening, “but Andrew turned off his home phone years ago and we didn't know any other way to reach you.” She bustled in like an expected guest, chattering as she headed to the kitchen. “I'm Mary Ann Stallard, Pastor Edwin's wife. The sheriff told us you were in town, and we wanted to make sure you were welcome. Have you had supper yet?” 
 
    Grant caught a whiff of fried chicken and his stomach answered the question for him. 
 
    “You just have a seat then.” Mary Ann pulled out a chair for him and started unloading her box. Grant sat down and watched, a little uncomfortably, as she laid out fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, biscuits, green beans, corn, and a jar of sweet tea. In typical southern fashion, she apologized profusely for what she claimed was meager fare. 
 
    “It looks delicious. I can't remember the last time I had real home cooking.” 
 
    “Well, you just enjoy yourself then. I'm going to take a little walk.” She patted him on the shoulder and turned toward the front door. 
 
    “Do you want to join me?” Grant asked. “I doubt I can eat all this by myself.” He didn't relish the thought of making small talk with his unexpected visitor, but it would have been rude not to offer.  
 
    “I'll be fine.” She gave his shoulder a reassuring pat. “Take your time.” 
 
    When the front door closed behind her, he chuckled and set to his meal. The chicken was the best he'd ever had-- crispy on the outside and juicy on the inside. The biscuits were perfect, and the green beans and corn were fresh, though seasoned with a little too much salt and bacon grease for his liking. He could almost feel his arteries clogging with every delicious bite. By the time Mary Ann returned, he was working on his second plate. She nodded in approval and started wandering around the living room. 
 
    Grant did his best to ignore her as she hovered about, looking in turn at the paintings on the wall and his dad's old musket. As he stuffed the last bite of biscuit and gravy in his mouth, he noticed her kneeling beside the boxes where he'd been sorting his dad's books. Her back arched strangely, her fingers curled like claws, the nails jet black and far too long. Her face seemed stretched back, drawn tight and angular across her skull. She seemed to be growling deep in her chest. Grant gasped, his chair scraping back as he stood. 
 
    Mary Ann turned, her soft, middle-aged face curious, her hands resting on the edge of a box. Grant shook his head, blinked. What the hell was that? He swallowed, took a swig of tea, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Did you want to borrow a book?” He kept his tone easy. “Dad had plenty of them. I figured I'd donate them to the library. I'm more of an e-book guy myself.” He wondered if she even knew what an e-book was. 
 
    “Oh, no.” The smile that suddenly spread across her face was so unlike her expression moments before that he found the change unsettling. “My husband lent your daddy a book. It isn't valuable, but it belonged to Edwin's great grandfather, and he'd love to have it back in his library.” She rose unsteadily to her feet. 
 
    Cold suspicion trickled down his spine. “What was the title?”  
 
    “Oh, it didn't even have a title. Just a wrinkled old leather cover, kind of light brown in color. The pages are old and wavy and the words aren't even English. It's just a curiosity that was passed down through the family.” 
 
    He relaxed a little. He'd assumed she was referring to Demonology and The Bible. 
 
    “Sorry, but I definitely haven't seen anything like that, and I've been through all the books.” 
 
    “Are there any in the back rooms?” she asked. “I could go check for you.” 
 
    Grant shook his head. “Nope, I've checked every nook and cranny, but I'll definitely let you know if it turns up.” 
 
    Her face tightened and, for a moment, he thought she would protest, but she nodded. “Thank you kindly. I'll leave you our number, but you can find us at the parsonage. It's right by the church, and somebody's most always home.”  
 
    She insisted he keep all the food he had not eaten, telling him he could return the dishes any time he liked. He thanked her and promised again to keep an eye out for the book. He stood in the doorway as she drove away, and didn't go back inside until her taillights vanished in the darkness.  
 
    He supposed her hospitality should warm his heart, but he felt cold inside. There was something wrong about this town.  
 
      
 
    A freaking iron key. That was the only thing his dad had left in his safe deposit box at the First National Bank of Wallen's Gap. Grant wondered why he'd even bothered to make the trip into town, enduring another round of dull stares and angry mutters from the local fauna. He'd kept an eye out for Cassie, but hadn't seen her. He was still convinced she knew something about his dad. Maybe she even knew something about the book the pastor's wife had been so interested in finding.  
 
    He'd searched every inch of the cabin, including the attic and the crawlspace, and was satisfied there was no lock the iron key would fit. He now stood on the front porch, twirling the key around his finger and thinking. Why put a key in a safe deposit box? The reasons were obvious. While the key itself might not have any intrinsic value, it must unlock something that did. His dad was keeping the key safe, keeping it away from someone else, or both.  
 
    Slapping his palm with the cold iron, he looked around. There was nothing out front except an old dog house, its roof sagging like an aged horse. He stepped down off the porch and circled the house. On the back side, the land sloped upward toward the peak of Clay Mountain far above. The pine forest that covered the mountainside was fast encroaching, casting the land in a dull hue of dark green. As Grant gazed up the hill, he caught a glimpse of weathered, gray wood. He climbed up the slope, heading directly toward it, nervous energy buoying his steps. Something told him he'd found what he was looking for.  
 
    An old smokehouse stood almost completely hidden in a dense stand of blackberry vines. He tried to push a few aside and got a handful of briars for his trouble. This wasn't going to be easy. He headed back to the house and returned a few minutes later with an old sickle. Its curved blade was pitted with rust and the edge was dull, but it would have to do.  
 
    For half an hour he hacked away at the tangled vines. His hands and forearms were scraped and bloodied and his muscles burned, but he felt good. He hadn't had a proper workout since he'd left home, and it was nice to work up a sweat. When at last he'd cleared a path to the smokehouse door, he tossed the sickle aside and withdrew the key from his pocket. 
 
    His heart sank. The door was secured by a simple padlock. Whatever lock the iron key opened, this wasn't it. He'd worked for nothing.  
 
    “What the hell?” he said to no one in particular. “Might as well see what's in here.” He picked up a rock and took out his frustrations on the padlock until it snapped off. He put his hand to the door but, as he was about to open it, a cool breeze passed over him. He paused, gooseflesh rising up on his arms. Where had that breath of air come from in the midst of this dead, calm forest? Puzzled and a little spooked, he retrieved the sickle, holding it in a white knuckled grip, and pushed the door open. 
 
    Grant tested the floorboards before stepping inside. The smokehouse was dark, dusty, and filled with cobwebs. Thin shafts of light pierced the cracks in the rough-hewn walls, shining on heaps of mouldering burlap sacks. A coil of rope hung from a hook on one of the overhead beams.  
 
    “Shit.” He kicked a pile of burlap, sending up a cloud of dust that burned his eyes and set him to coughing. When the dust cleared, he looked down and his eyes fell on a small door set in the base of the wall. The keyhole in the center looked like the perfect fit. For no particular reason, he looked around to see if anyone was watching. He knelt, inserted the key in the lock, and turned it.  
 
    The door swung open, revealing a small, recessed area carved into the natural rock that abutted the smokehouse. Inside lay a book. The cover was a light tan, creased leather, strangely soft to the touch. The pages were heavy, rough-edged and covered in a curling, crabbed script that made Grant frown as he flicked through. Fascinated, he sat on a pile of mouldering burlap and turned to the front of the book, reading by a shaft of light through a gap in the wall behind him. 
 
    An inscription was written by hand inside the front cover, in a different language to the rest of the book. It used the alphabet as he knew it, though still not English. One word was clear, however - Kaletherex. He turned the page and realized the rest of the book was hand-written too, in a dark, reddish brown ink. A crooked smile tugged at one side of his mouth as he wondered if the thing was written in blood, but the smile faded like sunlight behind a passing cloud when it occurred to him that he might be right. A weird leather-bound book, written in blood, in an arcane, indecipherable script. “What the..?” His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    As if in answer, the cold breeze blew again, shifting the edges of the sacking all around, chilling him. The breeze seemed to carry a voice, read read read, like a distant echo. 
 
    Grant jumped up, looked around. “Who's there?” 
 
    He stood still for close to a minute, listening so hard he felt as though his ears must be standing out on the sides of his head. Nothing but the susurration of the leaves and pine needles outside, the occasional call of a bird. He stuck his head out the door of the smokehouse and saw nothing but trees. 
 
    Losing my freaking mind. He sat down again. 
 
    The pages were heavy, thick, slightly waxy. He turned slowly through the book, examining each page in turn. He could make no more sense of it than if he had been trying to read Chinese or ancient Greek, but there was something compelling about the shapes and ellipses of the text. His eyes moved slowly, sliding around the words and paragraphs. This had to be something important, something worth locking in a safe carved into bedrock. The key to which was kept far away in a strong box in the bank. Was it something so valuable it needed security? Or something else. Important? Dangerous? 
 
    He turned another page and jumped, a small gasp escaping his lips. Across the double page spread was a drawing in exquisite detail, fine lines and smooth shading. It showed a young, naked girl on a table, her arms and legs strapped wide to make an X of her body. There were marks on her skin, spirals over her heart, stomach and forehead. Candles stood around her on the table's edges and strange symbols, similar to the text of the book, were carved into the wooden tabletop. Several figures stood around her holding a variety of implements: knives, scythes, branches of gnarled wood. One held a dripping organ, like the liver of a sheep or cow... or something. It looked too large to be human. 
 
    The girl's head was tipped back, her mouth wide in a scream, eyes squeezed shut. Grant held the book up closer to his eyes, fascinated by the gruesome detail. He could see where the straps at her ankles and wrists bit into the skin, rubbed it raw as she pulled against them, could see tears and sweat on her face. As his eyes narrowed in morbid fascination, the picture moved, the girl thrashed and screamed, the sound pierced his ears. A chant rose up from the people gathered around her, candles flickered, somewhere a sonorous drum beat a solid, regular dirge. 
 
    With a cry, Grant dropped the book and staggered back, tripped against a pile of sacking and sat heavily. His heart pounded as he struggled to recover his breath. 
 
    “What's going on in there?” a sharp voice called from outside. 
 
    Grant shuddered, adrenaline coursing through his body like an electric shock. He scooped the book from the floor, shoved it back in the rock safe and locked the door. He shoved sacking up against the door to hide it and pocketed the key as he turned and stepped out of the smokehouse. Three young men stood a few yards down the path, grizzled and a little dirty. They looked at him with hooded, suspicious eyes. 
 
    “You all right?” the gangly fellow in the middle of the three asked. 
 
    Grant forced a smile, tried to ignore his still hammering heart. “Yes, fine.” 
 
    “Thought we heard you holler.” 
 
    “Just tripped in the dark and banged my elbow. Wasn't watching where I was going.” He rubbed one elbow for emphasis, not even believing himself. 
 
    “What's in there, anyhow?” The young man stepped toward the smokehouse, his grin not quite friendly. 
 
    Grant made a dismissive gesture. “Nothing at all, just old burlap and some broken shelves. I had to break the padlock off to get in because I couldn't find the key. I was hoping there might be something interesting in there, but there's nothing.” He stopped, realizing he was rambling like a fool, and shrugged. 
 
    “Mm hmm,” the man said. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence hung in the air for a few seconds as they looked at each other. Finally, Grant said, “So, can I help you?” 
 
    “Wondered if we might help you. I'm Jed, this is Cliff and Jesse.” He indicated the others with a quick gesture. “We're Pastor Edwin's boys. Mama said we ought to come on up here and lend you a hand,.” 
 
    Grant chose not to mention it was a long trip to lend a hand unasked for. “I'm not really sure there's anything you can help me with. Thanks anyway.” 
 
    “You don't need no stuff cleared out or anything moved? You can't haul much in that car of yours. We got us a truck back there.” 
 
    Grant forced another smile. “Well, I do appreciate that. But I'm not ready to move anything yet. There's still a bunch of stuff to go through. When I am ready to start throwing things out, I could certainly use a truck and some extra hands though.” 
 
    Jed nodded. “Well, you be sure and give us a holler then.” 
 
    “I will, thanks.” 
 
    Discomfort swelled in the air as nobody moved. Grant felt trapped in the door of the smokehouse, pinned by the strangely unfriendly gaze of the three men who claimed to be there to help him. He looked from one to the next and back again, desperately trying to think of something to say. He eventually gestured back down towards the house. “I should be...” 
 
    Jed spoke over him immediately, like he had been waiting for Grant to speak, purely so he could interrupt. “Well, we'll be off then.” 
 
    Grant nodded. “Right. Sure. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    They didn't move, or even blink. Grant felt a kind of pressure building up that made him both incredibly uneasy and frustrated. Trembling set in, making his hands shudder slightly at his sides. Unspoken violence hung in the air between them like a storm cloud. He felt his fists closing of their own accord, and realized he had to say or do something. He opened his mouth to speak and Jed and his brothers instantly turned and ambled slowly off back down the path without another word. Grant stood, shivering, in the doorway of the smokehouse until he heard their truck rumble into life and fade off down the mountain.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It was the same dream again. Cassie lay bound on a table, candlelight flickering across her naked body. Ghostly figures circled her, chanting in low tones. She never quite knew what they were saying. The words seemed to dangle there just beyond the edge of comprehension. Somewhere a drum pounded out a slow, deep, relentless beat. 
 
    She thrashed about, trying to free herself, but the bonds held tight. Her breath came in gasps, drowning out the drone of the pale figures that drew ever closer. She wanted to pull away, but how did one do that when they were all around you?  
 
    The figures never touched her in the dreams, but the words seemed to. It was as if the sounds had substance, and as the chanting reached a crescendo, she felt cold, dry hands caress her. She pressed her knees together and tried to pull her legs up as the invisible hands traced the curves of her flesh, moving ever downward, but her bonds held fast. A stray tear trickled down her cheek as one of the figures leaned in close and, for the first time, she recognized a face.  
 
    She started awake, sweat pouring down her face and soaking her pillow. Her t-shirt clung tightly to her. She looked around her bedroom, taking in the cheap paneling, the secondhand lamp, and the dollar store kitsch, reassuring herself that, once again, it had been a dream. Out of habit, she checked her wrists for chafing, but they were fine. 
 
    The chafing had only happened once, the first time she'd had the dream. That had been the one and only time she'd let Carl talk her into smoking with him. He'd assured her it was weed, but he must have added something to it because she almost immediately lost consciousness, suffered through the first of these awful nightmares, and awoke in her bed hours later. Carl said she'd gotten sick and he'd taken her home, but she'd been so freaked out she'd driven two hours to the E.R. in Kingsville to get a rape exam. The results had been negative. That had been a relief, but it still left the chafing around her wrists and ankles. He might not have raped her, but he sure as hell had drugged her, tied her up, and done something perverted. No other explanation made sense.  
 
    After that, she'd tried to break things off with him, but he wouldn't listen. He kept coming around as if nothing had happened. Stranger still, everyone in town assured her that Carl was a good boy and just needed her to set him straight. Why the population of Wallen's Gap seemed to have a stake in their relationship was beyond her. Between Carl's persistence, or arrogance, and the not-so-gentle prodding of every adult in her life, she'd finally given in. Why couldn't she stand up for herself? That counselor lady had been no help at all. Life in Wallen's Gap was like living in a fish bowl. Everyone knew too much about her business. 
 
    That wasn't entirely true. There was the new guy, Andrew Shipman's son. What was his name? Grant? He'd been looking at that awful book... 
 
    And then her stomach lurched and she felt suddenly dizzy. Memories of the dream returned and she remembered the face she'd recognized. 
 
    “I need to talk to Grant Shipman,” she whispered to herself. She glanced at the digital alarm clock beside her bed. It was only 11:30. Late, but not too awful late if she hurried. From the next room, Daddy's drunken snores told her he wouldn't wake before morning.  
 
    She slipped into jeans, flip flops, and a hooded sweatshirt, grabbed her purse and keys, and tiptoed down the hall and out the front door. The cool night air calmed her nerves, but she felt vulnerable out in the dark. The waxing moon afforded enough light to see that Daddy had parked his truck on the street and didn’t block her in like he so often did when he tried to keep her home.  
 
    She slipped into her beat up Honda Accord, which she always parked facing downhill for occasions such as this, put it in neutral, and coasted down the road. When she was well away from home, she fired up the engine, flipped on the headlights, and headed for the Shipman cabin. 
 
    As she drove, she thought about what she would say to Grant. Hi there, I've been dreaming about your daddy stripping me naked and tying me to a table. That would go over well. It didn't matter. She'd tell him the truth and trust him to understand. Her thoughts returned to the book she'd seen him reading in the diner. She hadn't realized it then, but there was something about it that reminded her of the dreams. Maybe she would find the answer. 
 
    The Shipman place lay at the end of a narrow dirt road that wound through a hollow at the foot of Clay Mountain. Last time she'd gone up here was two years ago with a boy from school, but she’d lost her nerve when his hands wandered too far. She hadn't been back since, but the way remained familiar. Things didn't change much in Wallen's Gap.  
 
    She rounded a curve and had to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting an old Ford F-250 that was blocking the road. The Honda skidded to a halt inches from the truck, sending up a cloud of dust.  
 
    “What in the holy name of Jesus?” Who would park their truck sideways across the road? There couldn't be more than two feet on a side to spare. She looked up at the empty cab. Whoever it was had abandoned the vehicle. Where had they gone? The dark thoughts in her mind manufactured all kinds of deadly scenarios. Had something happened to them. 
 
    Someone rapped on her window and she shrieked in fright. 
 
    “Sorry bout that, Cass. I didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    She turned to see Cliff Stallard leaning down to look through her window, his bulk straining the buttons of his faded chambray shirt. His grin said he was anything but sorry.  
 
    “Why are you blocking the road?” She managed to put some heat into her words despite the fright he had given her. 
 
    “Run out of gas. Saw I was on fumes, tried to turn around, and, wouldn't you know it? Died right here in the middle of the road.” He paused. “What are you doing up here?” 
 
    “Oh. I needed to talk to Grant.” 
 
    “Grant, is it? You already know him so good that you come see him in the middle of the night?” He leered, his tobacco-stained teeth gray in the dim light. “That ain't a good idea, Cass. What if people found out?” 
 
    “No, it's not like that.” She was suddenly flustered. Even at midnight she couldn't get a modicum of privacy in this town. 
 
    “Daddy's gonna be here in a few minutes to bring me some gas. I think it would be a good idea if you was gone when he gets here, him being the pastor and all.”  
 
    Cassie looked again at the big truck blocking the way, and nodded. “I suppose you're right.” She turned the Honda around and headed back down the road, shame and impotent rage welling inside her. She wasn't going to give up. She had to find out the truth, and she believed Grant held the key. 
 
    At the end of the dirt road, Clay Mountain silhouetted like a sleeping giant behind her, she paused. Where the dirt met the tarmac there was nothing but trees to left and right. But on the opposite side of the road, about fifty yards to the left, was a turnoff. One of those places for people to pull over and rest if they were too tired to continue on their journey or something. 
 
    Cassie drove to it, pulled up close to the trees and parked in deep shadow. She killed her engine and lights and sat there, waiting. Why had Cliff been up at the Shipman cabin? And who runs out of gas like that, halfway through a three-point turn? Ten minutes passed, then twenty, and still no sign of Pastor Edwin and the gas he was supposed to be bringing. It shouldn't take this long. After thirty minutes, Cassie's nerves began to jangle like a cold hand creeping up her spine. She thought about walking through the woods to get up to the cabin, but that was a long way and she was likely to get lost. 
 
    After forty five minutes her nerves got the better of her and she was about to start up the car and go home when headlights lit the distance, coming from Wallen's Gap. The lights blinded her as they swelled up, painting the trees in bight greens, before zooming straight past the turnoff to Grant’s cabin and barrelling on down the road. Cassie let out a breath she’d been unaware she was holding and fired up the battered Honda to head back home. Something very strange was happening and it scared her to think what it might be.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Grant sat hunched over a steaming cup of coffee, scowling. It wasn't the coffee that had him in a foul mood. In fact, that was the only good thing about the day so far. But he was tired, annoyed and, if he was honest, more than a little scared. He'd endured a terrible night's sleep, his dreams plagued with screaming girls tied to tables, and strange rednecks with faces that kept morphing into twisted, demonic visages as he tried to escape from them along darkened corridors, his legs like lead. Several times during the night he had woken himself crying out, the sensation of pursuit still fresh in his adrenalized, sweating body. 
 
    Eventually he dragged himself from bed and brewed coffee, resigned to the fact that he would get no more rest anyway. He had an appointment in Kingsville at ten a.m. to sign off on a bunch of legal paperwork and figured he might as well get an early start. It wasn't like there would be much in the way of traffic, but he had to somehow justify his rising close to dawn. 
 
    Grant finished his coffee and chewed his way through toast that tasted like cardboard and sawdust on his tongue, then gathered the papers he needed. Two hours on his cell phone the afternoon before and several more hours through the evening had finally revealed that he needed to go to his father's attorney in Kingsville and then find a notary and the county courthouse, to file the numerous, frustrating forms. At least once this was done, he would have nothing left to worry about but his father's personal possessions and cabin. A part of him was tempted once again to just give up on it, keep driving once he was finished in Kingsville and have a real estate agent deal with selling the cabin and everything in it. Did he really need the hassle of all this garbage and these hillbillies? But with Suzanne gone, what did he have to go back to? An apartment as empty and pointless as this cabin. 
 
    His eyes roved the spare furnishings and something like nostalgia drifted over him. He had not known his father well, but he felt there was a certain closure to be found here. He owed it to himself and his dad to make the right decisions with all this. And besides, he might turn up something valuable or personal that he could treasure. Some connection to the man. The train of thought led Grant back to the strange book in the smokehouse and he shook his head, clearing his thoughts quickly before he ruminated on that too much. It made him intensely uncomfortable to even picture it in his mind's eye. He had seen that picture move, heard the girl's scream and the chant and the drum. 
 
    “The hell with this,” he muttered, forcing the thoughts from his mind. He grabbed his keys and left as the soft pink of dawn began to give way to the blue of a clear, bright day. 
 
    As he climbed into his car the sensation of being watched washed over him, prickled up his spine and gently gripped the back of neck. Why did this keep happening? Half in the car door, he paused, looked around. Trees shifted in a soft breeze, birds sang. No person anywhere to be seen. He walked away from the car a few paces and looked deeper into the forest, down the driveway, up towards the smokehouse. 
 
    “Anyone there?” he called out. “I'm about to leave for the day, so if you need to talk to me, now's the time!” 
 
    He felt like a fool calling out to the woods. His heart hammered ridiculously fast, but no one answered. He didn't know what he would have done had anyone actually replied. Probably jump right out of his shoes. With an annoyed grunt, he climbed into the car and turned the key. The sound of another engine barked and rattled over his own the moment his fired. With a curse, he killed his again. The distant sound of a diesel motor drifted through the air. He opened the car door and hopped up on the hood, peering down where the drive wound through the forest. The diesel sound was almost gone, receding down the dirt road leading away from the cabin. He caught a glimpse of a truck snaking through the twisting mountain road before it vanished down the hollow. 
 
    “What the fuck?” He slipped back into the car, restarted it and roared around in a wide U, spraying gravel up against the front of the cabin. With no regard for his shocks, he hammered down the rutted drive to where it met the paved road and skidded to a halt at the intersection. Nothing. No vehicle in either direction until the road curved away through the trees. 
 
    Maybe he had been hearing things. Hardly any sleep, his nerves in tatters, perhaps it had only been his own engine echoing through the forest. Was that even possible? But he'd seen the truck! Regardless, there was nothing to see now. He turned towards Wallen's Gap and was soon cruising through the main street. 
 
    Even this early there were people moving about, a smattering of cars gliding slowly by. He caught sight of a young girl, maybe sixteen, weirdly out of place in old-fashioned clothes, standing on a street corner as he passed. Her bonnet half-shaded her face, but her expression held such a deep and terrible sadness that Grant hit the brakes, twisting in his seat to look back. The girl was nowhere to be seen. He stared at the empty pavement where she had stood. She had definitely been standing right there. He ground his teeth. This fucking town. 
 
    Impotently angry at just about everything, he revved the engine and drove on. A block further, a flash of jeans and a white shirt caught his eye as he passed the park. Was that Cassie or was he seeing things again? Rather than risk a wreck, he hung a right, went around the block, and cruised by the park again. It was her. She sat alone on a swing, gently swaying back and forth, head down. Her hair obscured her face, but she seemed sullen, sad. 
 
    Grant pulled up to the curb, wound down the window. “Hey, Cassie!” 
 
    She looked up with a start, dragged one forearm across her face. “Oh, hi.” Her voice was tight. 
 
    Grant frowned. Had she been crying? “Everything okay?” 
 
    She nodded, forced a smile that was totally unconvincing. “Sure, everything's good.” She glanced left and right, almost as if she was afraid to be seen talking to him. 
 
    “You're up bright and early,” he said with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
 
    Her shoulders hitched and dropped. 
 
    “You usually up so early?” He felt like a fool the moment the words left his mouth. What kind of lame ass thing was that to ask someone, especially a cute girl? As her face creased in a frown he hurried on. “I'm not. I hate early mornings as a rule. But I have to go to Kingsville today. Got to deal with some stuff about my dad.” 
 
    Cassie's face slipped through a few quick changes of expression, surprise to thoughtfulness to something like hope. She nodded again. “Long drive,” she said. 
 
    “Not as the crow flies but, with these winding roads, I figure a couple of hours, right?” There was suddenly something unsaid hanging in the air between them. 
 
    “About that,” Cassie said. “You know, I...” She thought better of it, stopped abruptly. 
 
    Grant's heart did a two-step with nerves and he took a leap. “You need anything in Kingsville? I'd be happy to pick something up for you.” Her eyebrows lifted, lips parted like she wanted to say something. “Or I could, you know, I could give you ride up there if you need it.” Was he being a complete douche? Who offered such a long ride to someone they hardly knew? 
 
    Cassie looked around again, furtively. She chewed at her lower lip for a moment, clearly trying to come to some decision. “Actually, yeah, that would be really good. I do need to do something in Kingsville and I hate making that drive on my own.” 
 
    Grant grinned, pleased with himself. Maybe there was something worthwhile in Wallen's Gap after all. He couldn't believe this cute girl had just agreed to a two hour each way trip with him. Suzanne’s angry face flitted through his mind and he pushed the thought away. She had left him, so he had no time for guilt. He gestured with his head towards the passenger side. “Great. Hop in.” 
 
    She hurried over and slipped into the seat beside him. “Thanks, this is nice of you,” she said with a tight smile. “I don't want to be any trouble.” 
 
    “No problem. Do we need to swing by your place to pick anything up?” 
 
    “No, let's just get going, okay?” 
 
    Grant's elation waned at her tense nervousness. She seemed strangely agitated. “Sure thing,” he said, trying to keep his voice light and casual. 
 
    He pulled away from the curb, wondering what else he could say to ease her tension. As he made the turn up towards the highway he glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the tall, gangly boyfriend, Carl, standing outside the still closed hardware store, staring after them. Carl did not look happy at all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Cassie's heart raced as Grant gunned the engine and they left Wallen's Gap and Carl behind. Carl was going to be mad. She looked down at a hole in the thigh of her jeans and plucked absently at the thread, trying to decide where to begin. Now that she was alone with Grant, she couldn't seem to summon the courage to be honest with him. From the corner of her eye she saw him looking at her. She told herself not to blush, but she could feel her cheeks heating. He was cute, and not at all like the losers who populated her town. 
 
    “Can I say something?” Grant broke the silence so suddenly that she jumped. “About your boyfriend or whoever he is to you?” 
 
    Cassie nodded, not eager to hear whatever he had to say. She knew she should dump Carl, and her inability to do so embarrassed her. He was like an unsightly blemish. 
 
    “I've tried to be cool because I don't want to cause trouble for you. But I'm tired, and I'm fed up with the creepy ass people in Wallen's Gap, and if he steps to me the wrong way, or lays a hand on you where I can see him, I'm going to beat his ass.” 
 
    Now she did look directly at him. She saw resolve in his eyes and, when he directed his gaze back toward the road, looked him up and down. Cassie almost felt like she was at a livestock show as she sized him up. He wasn't bulky, like Cliff Stallard, but he was tall and lean with whipcord muscles. He looked like he could handle himself. 
 
    “Why are you telling me? I'm not the one you want to beat up.” 
 
    “In case it's going to cause a problem between you and Carl. You could...” He cleared his throat. “If you needed somewhere safe to go, you could stay at my dad's place. I guess it's my place now. I've got room.” 
 
    “There's already plenty of problems between me and Carl. Your fists won't make it better or worse. Besides, he wouldn't fight you. It's the Stallards you need to worry about. Those boys love to brawl, and they don't fight fair.” 
 
    “I met those three yesterday afternoon. They dropped by the cabin, claiming they wanted to see if I needed any help, but they were up to something. It was weird. I could almost hear the banjos playing in the background.” 
 
    She giggled and he laughed too.  
 
    “Do you think all their ancestors were brother and sister, or just the last few generations?” 
 
    “Hey now!” she protested, still laughing. “We're not all inbred hillbillies, you know.” 
 
    “Just the Stallards.” 
 
    “Right.” The moment was gone as soon as it had come, and they lapsed back into silence. Then something Grant had said rang a bell. “Hold on. You said the Stallard boys came by your place yesterday afternoon?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Cliff Stallard was back up there late last night. He said he was driving around and ran out of gas.” 
 
    Grant snapped his head around and gave her a sharp look. “What does he drive?” She described the truck and Grant spat a curse. “He was still there this morning. When I went to leave, somebody cranked up a truck and drove away. I only caught a glimpse, but it's got to be him.” 
 
    Cassie didn't know what to say. Clearly, Cliff had stayed there all night for some odd reason. What was he doing? Keeping people away, or keeping Grant in? 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Grant arched an eyebrow. “How do you know he was at my place late last night?” 
 
    There it was. Cassie might as well tell him the truth.  
 
    “I came up there to talk to you, and he turned me away. I wanted to ask you about the book.” 
 
    Grant flinched and his face went ashen. “You know about the book?” 
 
    “I saw you reading it at the Cup of Joe, remember?” 
 
    Grant's features relaxed. “Yeah, sure. What about it?” 
 
    Cassie wasn't buying it. She could tell when someone was hiding something. Perhaps it came from her childhood, when her daddy was still bothering to try to hide his drinking from her mother. Or perhaps it came from dating guys like Carl, for whom deceit was so ingrained in their character they no longer knew how to tell the truth. In any case, Grant wasn't being honest with her. 
 
    “What book did you think I meant?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I want to play poker with you sometime. I'd have your money, your car, and every stitch of your clothes, cause you can't lie for shit.” 
 
    “That last part sounded pretty good. Maybe later on tonight? I think I saw a deck of cards in the cabin.” He was trying to keep things light, but she could tell he was rattled. 
 
    “You've got a secret, Grant Shipman.” She swallowed hard. “And so do I. I've got nobody else I can trust, so how about we both come clean, and maybe we can help each other?” 
 
    She watched as he chewed on that for a minute, his jaw working and his grip tightening and relaxing on the wheel. Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “Okay, but not here. After the attorney's office, we'll find somewhere quiet and I'll tell you everything.” 
 
      
 
    Grant left the attorney's office and made his way to the cafe he and Cassie had agreed on. He felt marginally better about his father's affairs now that everything official was taken care of or in process. Red tape and bureaucracy were infuriating, but better than the worry of leaving something unfinished or some obscure law unheeded. Cassie sat in a window booth, staring worriedly across the street, playing with the straw in a big, empty milkshake glass. She looked the other way, hadn't seen him yet as he stood across the street. She was cute, but troubled. A part of him really wanted to get to know her better, but another part, maybe his sane side, screamed at him to pack up his father's stuff and get the hell out of this redneck, backwater hole. 
 
    Cassie tipped her head to one side and brushed a hand across her cheek. Was she crying? His desire to run away turned quickly to shame. This was a hole, but she was stuck here too, through no desire of her own. Cute or not, she needed his help. And, if he was honest, he needed hers. Perhaps she could help him learn more about his dad. 
 
    He crossed the street, making sure she would notice him coming and have a chance to gather herself.  
 
    “Hey,” he said simply as he entered the booth, sat down opposite her. 
 
    She gave him a broad smile that didn't reach her eyes. “Hey yourself.” 
 
    The waitress came over, took Grant's order of coffee, and raised an eyebrow at Cassie.  
 
    She shook her head. “That's all, thanks.” 
 
    The waitress gave them a wink and a knowing smile as she left. 
 
    Grant laughed. “Awkward.” 
 
    “Let 'em think whatever they like.” Cassie grinned and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “I like that attitude.” And he did. Too often, she seemed beaten down, cowed even. When she showed a little spirit she was radiant. 
 
    They sat in silence for a while, Grant sipping his coffee, Cassie playing with her straw. 
 
    Eventually, Grant said, “So. Wanna tell me what's up?” 
 
    “Nice.” She smirked at him. “You make me go first? Some gentleman you are.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” He raised both hands in mock surrender. “I found a creepy fucking book that looks like it's written in blood and bound in human skin, and while I was looking at it the pages came alive and moved and screamed.” 
 
    Cassie sat back in her seat, wide-eyed. He saw the panic in her, a trembling like a deer as it froze, trying to decide which way to bolt. 
 
    “You asked,” he said, before she could hightail it out of there. “And I'm pretty sure those Stallard boys are after the damn thing. Their mom came by, acting all neighborly with food and chit-chat while she stalked around the cabin looking for something. Didn't even try to hide it. Then she sent those idiot sons of hers around.” 
 
    “And you think they want the book?” Cassie’s voice was tissue-paper thin. 
 
    “Obviously. I don't know if there's anything else my dad might have left behind that they'd be after, but she did mention the book specifically.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Do they know for sure you have it?” She bit her lip, tension evident in her face. 
 
    “Not for sure, but I think they suspect. I didn't let on that I thought anything was up, and I think they don't take me seriously. Just a dumb city kid.” 
 
    Cassie nodded, said nothing. Silence descended again. 
 
    “So,” Grant said. “How about you tell me why that picture I was looking at spooked you so much?” 
 
    Cassie took a deep breath, visibly steeling herself. “I think I do things at night that I don't remember in the morning. I think I'm under some kind of control or something, like I'm acting out dreams or sleepwalking or who knows what. Carl always wants to stay over. He says he needs to look after me but I don't know if he's really helping or not. Some of the nights he's been there have been the worst. And when I saw that picture, it was like I was seeing one of my dreams or sleepwalks or whatever the hell they are.” 
 
    “You mean you dreamed a scene like that?” Grant remembered the three men, his father on one side, the ceremonial robes and all their hands on the big knife buried in the carcass of a goat. 
 
    Cassie lowered her voice. “This going to sound nuts, but I don't know if I dreamed it. It feels too real. I think I've been there, or somewhere like it. When I saw that picture it triggered a memory and I recall, I clearly recall, a dream where I was lying strapped to a wooden table and men like that, dressed that way, were all around me. Except it can't be a dream, Grant. The memory is too... real. I remember how rough the table top was, how the damp the air was, the little bit of breeze their robes made when they swished. That can't be a dream. I don't know how else to explain it.” 
 
    Grant pressed his lips together and kept his hands in his lap to control their trembling. After a moment, he said, “Can you remember any sounds?” 
 
    Cassie's face creased like she was about to cry. Grant reached out, took both her hands in his across the table. 
 
    “It's okay,” he said. “You can trust me. We can figure this stuff out.” 
 
    Cassie just nodded, face still scrunched up as tears trickled over her cheeks. 
 
    Grant took a deep breath. “There was a chant, wasn't there?” Cassie looked up sharply, so Grant carried on. “All the men and women, there were the voices of both, in a kind of repetitive, monotone chant. And over it all a deep, resounding drum, beating double hits like a giant heart.” 
 
    Cassie sobbed, gripped Grant's fingers so hard he thought they might break. She stared at him with haunted eyes. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “I had the same dream.”  
 
    A contemplative silence hung between them as Cassie took that in. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she whispered. 
 
    “I don't know,” he admitted. “But there's something weird going on, and we need to understand what it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The Religious Studies department of Stuart College consisted of one very old man with wispy white hair and skin so pale it bordered on translucent. The plate on his office door named him Professor Charles McKenzie. His rheumy eyes regarded Grant with suspicion, but brightened when they saw Cassie. Grant did not miss how they roved up and down her body. Some guys never outgrew it, he supposed. 
 
    “I am sorry,” the professor rasped, “but I require students to make an appointment.” 
 
    “We aren't students,” Cassie began. “We are hoping you can answer some questions we have about a religion we read about in an old book.” 
 
    “Young lady, I might be old, but I do know how to use a telephone, and even email. Why would you drop by?” He looked like he was about to call security. Of course, if Grant or Cassie meant him ill, he'd never make it to the phone before they laid hands on him. 
 
    Grant figured that a career of outmaneuvering sneaky college students had sharpened the old man's wits to the point that trying to bullshit him would likely be futile, so he tried the truth. “We think my father might have been involved in a cult, but the name is one we've never heard before, and we can't find anything online about it. We found a couple of his books and, frankly, they're disturbing. We were in town and this is the only college for two hundred miles. We struck out at the library, but one of the ladies there suggested we speak to you.” 
 
    “What is the name?” 
 
    “We didn't get her name,” Grant said. 
 
    “No, young man. What is the name of the religion in which you suspect your father was involved?” 
 
    Grant and Cassie exchanged looks. He'd never said the word aloud and the thought filled him with an irrational dread. 
 
    “Kaletherex.” 
 
    McKenzie looked poleaxed. He blanched, his pallid face stunned.  
 
    “Do not say that word out loud,” he whispered in a harsh voice. “Wait here.” He wobbled over to his desk and, with a shaky hand, scribbled something onto a slip of paper. “Here.” He thrust it into Grant's hand. “This is my home address. Meet me there in two hours.”  
 
    And he closed the door in their faces. 
 
    They made their way back to Grant's car in silence, both taken aback by the intensity of the man's response. Clearly, Kaletherex was more than just a name in an old book.  
 
    “That was weird,” Grant said as he navigated through the narrow parking lot, careful to avoid the college kids who were either too oblivious or arrogant not to step out in front of a moving vehicle. “But he knows something. That's a good sign.” 
 
    “Maybe he can tell me why I keep having those...” Cassie frowned as she glanced into the side-view mirror, then whipped around. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I thought I saw Jed and Cliff Stallard back there.” She turned back around and forced a mirthless laugh. “Like those two have ever been on a college campus.” 
 
    “You think they might be following us?” His anger surged and he balled one hand into a fist, barely stopping himself from punching the dashboard. He didn't know if he could handle the two of them at once, but if he laid eyes on them, he just might try.  
 
    Cassie shrugged. “Probably not. Just my imagination. Paranoid.” 
 
    Grant wasn't ready to chalk it up to a flight of fancy just yet. He remembered the old saying, Just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. He turned the car around and they made two circuits of the parking lot, but saw neither the young men, nor any pickups with Scott County plates. Finally, they headed out onto the highway, Grant keeping an eye on the rear-view mirror for any signs of pursuit. 
 
    They stopped at a nearby coffee shop where they killed the next hour-and-a-half ignoring their iced mochas and talking about anything but what was truly on their minds. Cassie told him about her alcoholic father and her weird relationship with Carl, who wanted to control her, always wanted to play around, yet never pushed her for actual sex. Grant agreed that was pretty strange behavior for a young man. She told him that the only real passion Carl showed when he touched her was when it was due to the occasional bout of temper. At that, Grant shifted uncomfortably in his seat, dark thoughts in his head, but she told him to forget about it.  
 
    When she was finished, he talked about his distant relationship with his own father, and his confusion about his future. He told her how he had been in a long term relationship with Suzanne since they were both sixteen, and how she had walked out on him, dumping him via voicemail. He didn’t mention how recently it had happened. Cassie was suitably appalled. They finally lapsed into a companionable silence, watching the clock as it crawled toward the appointed hour. 
 
    When it was time, they hopped back into the car and headed for McKenzie's house, which was not far from campus. They hadn't made it far when Cassie cried out. Grant hit the brakes, bringing the car to a screeching halt in the middle of the street. 
 
    “See all those police cars?” She pointed to a parking lot up ahead where a half-dozen squad cars and campus police vehicles were parked haphazardly, lights flashing. “That's the parking lot we came out of.” 
 
    She was right. Grant's stomach sank as they drew closer. There was no rational reason to believe it had anything to do with him or Cassie, but he was sure it did. He pulled up alongside a cluster of students who were circled in intense conversation. 
 
    Cassie rolled down the window. 
 
    “Hey, what happened up there?” 
 
    A young man in a knit hat with a fringe down the center that make him look like a rooster walked over to the car, propped his elbows on the window, and leaned inside. Grant caught a whiff of clove cigarettes on his breath as he spoke. 
 
    “Dude, one of the professors got whacked right outside the building. Somebody beat him to death. Blood everywhere.” He grinned. “Guess he gave one too many C-minuses.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Grant asked, as tremors of fear rattled through him. 
 
    “Professor McKenzie. The religious studies guy.” 
 
    Cassie made a strangled noise and Grant felt the blood drain from his cheeks. “Beat him to death?” he stammered. 
 
    Clove Breath laughed. “Can you imagine? Right outside the faculty door and nobody saw a thing. How jacked-up is that? Everybody says the cops have got nothing.” 
 
    Grant nodded, his mind swimming in glue as he tried to get his head around it. “Well, shit,” he managed. “Poor bastard.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Grant pulled away from the curb, knuckles white on the wheel. His breath was fast and shallow, his heart pounded. 
 
    “I did see the Stallard boys,” Cassie said in a thin, high voice. “They killed him!” 
 
    “They didn’t just kill him,” Grant said. “They beat him to death. In public. What the fuck are we dealing with here? Who can do something like that?” Anger battled terror in his gut. He wanted to lash out and do some beating of his own, but he wanted to run away too. 
 
    Cassie began to sob, muttering things Grant couldn’t hear through the blood rushing in his ears. 
 
    “We have to go,” he said, staring down the road. “We just have to get the fuck away from here. Fuck everything and everyone in Wallen’s Gap!” 
 
    Cassie’s breath hitched. “I can’t! My family, my life, it’s all there.” 
 
    Grant turned on her, his eyes dark and furious. “What fucking life?” he demanded, his voice painfully loud in the confines of the car. 
 
    Cassie’s anger rose to meet his. “Fuck you! It might not be much but it’s all I know. You can’t just run away from something like this, leave it unfinished, Grant. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    The echo of Suzanne’s words stung him, fuelled his anger. “What the hell should we go back for? To get killed by the fucking Stallards ourselves?” 
 
    Cassie pointed out the back window. “That poor man was beaten to death, Grant. Because of us!” 
 
    “And what are we supposed to do about that now?” He was still shouting but Cassie’s words were digging in. When she showed vigor like this it transformed her. Perhaps it was the sudden proximity of death as much as her unexpected fury, but Grant found himself battling lust along with his fear and anger. 
 
    “I don’t know what we do,” Cassie yelled, “but running away is not the answer!” She devolved into tears again, holding her face in her hands. 
 
    Shame rose up in Grant. “I’m sorry,” he said, lowering his voice as much as possible. “The last thing we need to do is turn on each other.” 
 
    Cassie nodded, saying nothing. 
 
    They drove on in heavy silence. Grant breathed deeply, one hand on Cassie's knee as she cried softly. He had no idea what to say to her. When they reached the highway he turned numbly for Wallen's Gap and stared at the road, mind still blank. 
 
    Professor McKenzie had known something, was going to share it with them. Grant hammered a punch onto the steering wheel that made Cassie jump. “Fuck! What was he going to tell us?” 
 
    “Well, he was clearly very scared and didn't want to talk there,” Cassie said quietly. “Who knows what he might have told us. But if he knew something, perhaps someone else does.” 
 
    Grant caught a thought that had been skittering around the edges of his mind. “If those boys followed us up there, and followed us to McKenzie, we have to assume they're going to follow us everywhere.” 
 
    Cassie twisted in her seat to look out the back. “They could be following us now!” 
 
    “I'm sure they're at least looking for us.” 
 
    She took hold of his hand and squeezed so hard it hurt. 
 
    He squeezed back, a calm resolve settling over him. Professor McKenzie died because they asked him questions. He needed to honor the man’s death by at least trying to get some answers. But maybe they needed to look for those answers somewhere a long way from Wallen’s Gap. “Nothing is likely to happen right now,” he said. “They wanted to make sure we didn’t ask any more questions and I’m sure they wanted to send us a message. Scare us.” 
 
    “They did a fine job of it.” 
 
    Grant nodded. “So let’s just keep our heads down and act like it, for now. You can go home, get your things together. I’ll do the same. There’s no rush if they think they’re in control.” 
 
    “And leaving Wallen’s Gap?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “Only if and when you’re ready.” Grant cursed himself, but the thought persisted that he could leave any time he wanted. If Cassie wouldn’t let him help her, take her away, then he could always simply leave Wallen’s Gap as he had found it. He didn’t really owe anyone anything, though he hated himself for thinking that. And he could try to find out more from afar, safe from the killing fists of the Stallards. But he would do his best to help Cassie first. He admired her resolve. “Don't worry. We'll deal with this.” 
 
    “Really? How?” She stared at him, but he couldn't meet her eye. 
 
    Thoughts of his father’s funeral, of Suzanne walking out on him, all seemed so far away. He couldn’t still the subtle trembling in his chest. “I don't know yet. But we will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It was dark when they cruised back into Wallen's Gap. The events of the day had taken on a surreal quality, like they had happened to someone else. Grant steered the Camaro up the hill towards Cassie's place: a little house on a dirt road near the church. 
 
    Cassie sucked in a sharp breath as they pulled close. 
 
    “What?” Grant asked. 
 
    She nodded towards her house, where the headlights shone on two men sitting on the porch drinking cans of beer. One was Carl. The other was a rangy, stubbled man with mean eyes plainly visible even from a distance. 
 
    “Your dad?” 
 
    Cassie nodded, lips pressed into a flat line. 
 
    The men were deep in conversation and looked up as the car approached. “I could just drive on by,” Grant said. “Why don't you come and stay with me tonight? No funny business,” he added quickly. “Just for some peace and quiet, you know?” 
 
    “It's too late,” she said, her voice dull, her expression flat. “They've seen us.” 
 
    Grant cursed under his breath, pulled the car up to the curb. The men on the porch stood, beers held lazily at hip height, eyes narrowed. Grant cut the engine and made to open his door and Cassie put a hand on his thigh. Her touch thrilled him, but her intent made him cold. 
 
    “Don't,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “I just wanted to see you to the door. You know, make sure you're okay.” 
 
    “It'll only make them mad if you come with me. Look at them, they're already worked up just because we're together.” 
 
    He glanced at the men, who scowled down at him. Carl shifted back and forth, as if summoning the courage to confront Grant. 
 
    “If they hurt you...”Grant began. 
 
    “It'll be just like any other day.” 
 
    Grant hated the casual indifference to physical violence that was clearly a part of Cassie's make-up, but he supposed there had to be some kind of self-preservation system at work. “I can take you away, you know. Are you really that tied to this place?” 
 
    Cassie stared into his eyes for a moment, but could not hold the intensity there. “It's not that easy.” 
 
    “Why not? Once I'm done here, and I nearly am, I think I’ll put the cabin in the hands of a real estate agent and get the fuck out of Wallen's Gap and never look back. You could come with me.” 
 
    A sharp rapping made them both jump. Cassie's dad leered in through the passenger window, Carl’s wiry frame silhouetted behind him. 
 
    “Oh my God.” Cassie's voice was quieter than ever as she wound down the window. 
 
    “Gonna sit out here in this piece of shit car all night?” her father asked. 
 
    Grant knew his car was certainly not a piece of shit, but wasn't about to rise to that bait.  
 
    “Grant, this is my father, Graham Brunswick. Daddy, this is Grant Shipman.” 
 
    “I know who he is and I don't appreciate him gallivanting around with my daughter.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mister Brunswick,” Grant said. “We were just talking.” 
 
    The look Brunswick directed his way said mind your own business, but he spared a reply. “Talking is it? That all?” 
 
    What did that even mean? “I had to go up to Kingsville today and Cassie needed a ride.” 
 
    “So you thought you'd just give her a ride, didya?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Just trying to be neighborly.” 
 
    “And just what the hell do you know about neighborly, city boy?” 
 
    The tension in the air thickened and Brunswick's face hardened. Grant desperately wanted to leap from the car and whip both these idiots' asses, and felt pretty sure he could do it too, but that would only be more trouble for Cassie. “I don't mean to cause any trouble,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Well you done stirred up a whole mess of it. You drive off with my daughter without so much as a by your leave and you say you don't mean no trouble?” 
 
    “I don't need your permission if I want to go out,” Cassie said. 
 
    Her face whipped aside as her father smacked her cheek. He had moved quicker than a striking rattlesnake. “None of your lip, girl!” 
 
     “Hey! Don't you dare hit her!” Grant shifted in his seat, opened his door. 
 
    Carl, unnoticed, had circled around behind the car and kicked Grant's door closed, banging it hard into his shoulder. It was all Grant could do to resist rubbing his shoulder, but he wasn't about to give Carl the satisfaction. 
 
    “You just get on out of here, now, and you don't so much as talk to my little girl again,” Brunswick said. “Or I'll do more than hit you, boy. I got a deer rifle with your name on it and a right friendly association with the law in this town. Now get your ass on.” 
 
    Cassie looked at Grant with tears in her eyes. A bead of blood glistened on her lower lip. “You have to go,” she said. “It was stupid to let you drive me up here. Should have dropped me down the road or something.” 
 
    “I can't leave you here.” 
 
    Cassie eyes were pleading. “You have to go!” she said loudly. 
 
    Her father pulled open her door even as Carl continued to lean heavily against Grant's, trapping him. 
 
    As Cassie maneuvered herself to release the seatbelt she leaned close. “I'll sneak out and come tonight,” she whispered quickly and got out of the car without another word or even catching his eye. 
 
    Grant was uncertain he had heard her correctly until she looked back as her father dragged her up towards the house and she mouthed Tonight! at him again. He felt a flush of relief, but it was overwhelmed by his concern, his terror, about what Brunswick and Carl might do to her in the meantime. 
 
    Carl rapped on his window. With a grimace, he wound it down about two inches. 
 
    “Don't even think about sniffing around Cassie no more,” Carl slurred through the gap, his breath pungent with beer and cigarette smoke. “You get your ass on like you're told, you hear?” 
 
    Grant felt powerless. He hated the thought of leaving Cassie, but if he stayed he would only make it worse for both of them. Then again, one punch wouldn't make things that much worse, would it? 
 
    “Problem here?” a rough voice called out. 
 
    Grant looked out the back window and deflated at the sight of the Stallard boys standing on the running boards of their pickup right behind him. He hadn't even heard them pull up. 
 
    “No problem,” Carl called out, with a leering grin. “Mister Shipman here was just about hightail it on out of here. Ain't that right, Shipman?” 
 
    Grinding his teeth, refusing to answer with even a nod, he started the car and pulled away. He had a tiny moment of satisfaction when Carl had to leap back to avoid having his toes run over. Grant wasn't surprised when the Stallard boys tailed him all the way back home, though they kept their distance. The last thing he saw as he turned up the dirt drive towards his cabin was their headlights, stationary in the road behind. He wondered if they were going to take up residence in his driveway all night again and what that might mean for Cassie if she did try to come to him later. He yelled a curse at the heavens and drove up to the cabin, lost and directionless. What now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The first thing Grant did upon arriving back at the cabin was retrieve the old single-shot, bolt-action .22 he'd found in the bedroom closet. He wished for something with more stopping power, but this was the only gun in the house, save the Civil War rifle. Leave it to his dad to be the only man in the southeastern United States without his own personal armory. Not that Grant was dying to shoot someone, but if the Stallards had killed the professor, they could very well kill him too. 
 
    He'd found half a box of shells in the kitchen. He slipped one into the chamber, and pocketed a handful before stepping outside. He'd been a decent shot with a rifle when he was a kid, but hadn't touched one in years. His dad had enjoyed small game hunting, mostly squirrels and rabbits, and took pride in his marksmanship with the old .22 that had belonged to Grant's grandfather. To the elder Shipman's disappointment, Grant's interest extended no farther than target shooting. It had been one of the many small differences that served to distance them from one another. 
 
    He dismissed the memory with a shake of his head and looked around for a target. He needed to test both his skill and the rifle itself. He assumed his dad had kept it clean and in good order, but what did Grant really know about rifles? Suddenly paranoid that it might, he didn't know, blow up in his face or something, he held it out away from him and fired off a shot into the soft earth up near the smokehouse.  
 
    The recoil was minimal, but he was so out of practice that he hadn't expected it, and almost allowed the weapon to slip from his hands. He grabbed hold of it and looked around, fully expecting Carl or the Stallards to be standing somewhere nearby, pointing and laughing. Finding himself alone, he managed a laugh, reloaded the rifle, and picked out a target-- a fat pine cone about fifty yards away, limned in moonlight on the end of a long branch.  
 
    He lined up his sights, took a deep breath, relaxed, and searched for his center. Shooting was a bit like the martial arts he so enjoyed studying-- it required focus and control of your body and emotions to do it well. A familiar sense of calm confidence settled on him like a cloak and he squeezed off a measured shot.  
 
    He missed. 
 
    The bullet clipped the limb an inch to the left of his intended target. He reloaded, adjusted his aim, and grinned when the pine cone exploded in a shower of gray-brown bits. He wanted to keep shooting, but that would be a waste of time and bullets.  
 
    Emboldened by his intact skill, he decided to take a walk down the road and see if one or all of the Stallards were camped out on his drive. He wasn't sure what he'd do if he did find them there, but he wanted to at least see if they were still standing guard over him.  
 
    Using the moonlight to navigate, he kept to the forested hill above the dirt driveway. No need to provoke a confrontation unless absolutely necessary. He walked all the way to the main road and saw no one. Why had the Stallards suddenly left him alone after following him home? It didn't make sense. It ought to be good news, but it filled him with a sense of dread. Something about the situation had changed, but what? 
 
    Movement in the trees to his left made him jump. He turned, swinging the rifle up. A group of figures drifted through the trees, glowing with a soft, spectral light. Five or six of them moved like smoke, insubstantial as they slid over the rough ground. Grant’s hands shook as he gripped the weapon, his eyes wide, mouth open and dry. The group turned towards him, their hands rising, arms outstretched, reaching for him. Grant let out a strangled cry, backing up. The group moaned and wailed, speeding up as they closed the gap between themselves and Grant. He could see the trees behind them through their shimmering forms, their faces twisted in pain and longing as they shot forward, almost flying through the woods. Grant screamed and turned to run. He tripped over tangled roots and slammed into the ground, his breath escaping in a rush, the rifle tumbling from his grip. 
 
    Gasping, desperately trying to suck new air into his lungs, he rolled over, hands raised against what ghostly assault might be coming, but nothing was there. The forest was still and dark. 
 
    Shaking, nauseated with shock, he got to his feet and retrieved the weapon. Just how many strange and frightening things could happen in this godforsaken shithole of a town? He wanted to get back into his car and keep driving until Wallen’s Gap was a distant memory, but all he could see in his mind’s eye was Cassie, looking back and mouthing Tonight! He couldn’t leave her now. What he really needed was answers. Understanding was the only defence against whatever was going on here. 
 
    He headed back up towards the cabin and thoughts of the strange book in the smokehouse drifted through his mind. If he wanted to know more about what was going on, perhaps some answer could be found there. He needed something to go on. He grabbed a flashlight from the cabin and trudged up the hill. 
 
    He found one answer when he reached the smokehouse, but it was to the question of why the Stallards had stopped camping in his driveway, not what he might do for Cassie. The door was kicked in and the compartment where the book had been now stood open. He could see scrapes and indentations where it had been pried open with a crowbar. The Stallards had taken it. It was too great a coincidence to have been anyone else. Their mother had tried to get it, they'd shown up poking around. It had to be them. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    Knowing it was futile, he reached inside and felt around inside the hollowed-out space. No book. 
 
    And then his fingers fell on something small and hard. It had a waxy feel to it, a short narrow thing, with lumps and a slightly sharp, flat end. 
 
    He drew it out carefully and held it up in the beam of the flashlight. With a bark of surprise and disgust, he dropped it on the dirt floor. A finger. Stunned, thinking he must have got that wrong, he crouched for another look. Sure enough, it was a finger, but ancient and blackened, like something from The Mummy. The nail was long and ragged, that must have been the sharp end he felt. The skin was tight across the knuckle bones, and the end that should be attached to a hand was dry and hard, the skin edges flaky around the circle of bone sticking out. A smooth edge on the bone, like the finger had been cut off with a sharp knife. Before or after death? he wondered. 
 
    It was small, no surprise the Stallards had missed it. And if his dad thought it important enough to hide along with the book, it must have some value. He picked it up again, held it up in the flashlight beam again for a closer look. A sensation drifted through him, like the feeling when a spider runs over your arm. A kind of repulsion that shivers deep in the core. But something else too. A sense almost of power, of direction. Like there was something about the dessicated old finger that reached beyond the obvious and into realms less traveled. 
 
    “Where did my dad get you?” Grant said softly to himself. “And why did he keep you?” 
 
    The finger flexed at the middle knuckle and twisted, pointed out the door of the smokehouse. 
 
    Grant cried out in alarm and the finger hit the dirt again. Panting, heart jackhammering his ribs, he stared at the thing on the floor. A part of him was embarrassed that he had screamed like a little girl. Another part told him to run the hell away and keep going until Wallen's Gap was far in his rear view mirror. 
 
    The finger was still and straight on the ground, inert. He crouched and prodded it. Nothing. Surely, he'd imagined it. But somehow, he knew that wasn't the case.  
 
    With a trembling hand, he picked it up and held it by the stump of bone. It was hard, dry and immobile again. He felt an urge to ask another question, felt the insane certainty that, in some way, it would answer. The sensation of power swelled inside him. And with it, the revulsion, a blackness soaking into the edges of his soul. This thing was clearly potent, yet it was undoubtedly dangerous too. 
 
    Grant tucked it into his shirt pocket, unsure quite why, but reluctant to leave it behind. He grabbed the rifle, and stalked out into the night.  
 
    Right now, his most fervent wish was that the Stallards would return. In the mood he was in, he figured he could take all three of them at once. 
 
    “Dammit to fucking hell.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Grant sat up late into the night, watched the hands of the clock creep past eleven, through midnight, towards one a.m. Cassie had said she would come later, and there were no Stallards camping in the driveway to stop her this time. Or were there? 
 
    Exhausted, but too wired to even contemplate sleep, he took the .22 and headed out again. He left the flashlight behind and relied on moonlight to show the way. If anyone was waiting down the drive, no sense in alerting them to his presence. He crept through the trees, all the way to the road and sure enough, the Stallards were nowhere to be seen. So perhaps Cassie was not coming to him after all. He ground his teeth, wondering if she had changed her mind and decided not to come, or if, for some reason, she couldn't come. He remembered the slap through the car window, the anger and hatred plain on Brunswick's face. And Carl's. He imagined Cassie bruised and beaten, locked in her bedroom. 
 
    He felt helpless and it only made him more furious. What could he do? He wanted to protect her, but she went willingly with her father. Of course, he couldn't blame her for that. He was her father and she had to make her own decisions. But Grant was falling for her, ached deep in his bones to protect her, and he knew the only way he could really protect her was to take her away from Wallen's Gap. He needed to convince her there really wasn't anything to hold her there. These were big decisions, but Cassie was abused and scared and the only way out was all the way out. That didn't even begin to take into account what else might be happening in her life. The stories about sleepwalking and finding blood on herself, her dreams that matched his vision in that hideous book. Not to mention all the other weird shit that he desperately tried to ignore. 
 
    Standing in the deep shadow of a pine, Grant jumped as something squirmed against his chest. The finger was still in his shirt pocket, almost forgotten. Reluctant to reach in, he pulled his pocket forward and leaned out into the moonlight to see. The finger sat in the lint at the bottom of his pocket half curled like a comma. As he looked, it straightened and curled up, straightened and curled up, jabbing at his shirt. 
 
    “Shit!” He sprang backward, the severed digit tumbling out onto the dirt. He'd almost managed to convince himself the scene in the smokehouse had been his imagination. Clearly not. As he watched, the digit once again flexed and extended, somehow conveying insistence in its motion. 
 
    “Are you pointing me to something?” 
 
    The finger fell still. As Grant drew a breath, it flexed again, more insistent than ever. With a small intake of breath, he picked it up and held it by the smooth stub of bone. The thing squirmed in his grip. He turned his body and the finger crooked forward, jabbing at the air. He turned further and the digit twisted and squirmed. When he turned back, it jabbed again, pointed up over the hill in the direction of higher ground, somewhere north of Wallen's Gap. 
 
    “There's nothing up there but more freaking trees,” Grant said softly. “What are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    The finger stiffened and all sensation of animation left it. Grant held a hard, dead bone wrapped in age-blackened skin once more. 
 
    “Am I really talking to a dead man's fucking finger?” he said, and dropped it back into his pocket. Once more the sensation of dread and power washed through him, enhanced him somehow. There was no doubt this ancient bodypart had been alive and moving moments ago, even if it was dead again now. He didn't like anything about it, considered throwing it away into the night-shrouded forest. 
 
    Immediately despair swept over him. He could never throw this thing away, he needed it! He took a shuddering breath, the desperation of the feeling made his guts icy. “Dad kept it for a reason,” he said aloud to the night, rationalizing his reasons for holding onto it. At least for the time being. He stomped back up to the cabin, locked the doors and fell into a rough, restless sleep filled with monsters and threats he could not quite recall upon waking. 
 
      
 
    The morning dawned clear and cool. Grant dragged himself from bed not long after sun up, still dog tired but beyond trying to sleep any more. He felt like he hadn't slept properly since he got to this shithole town. During his tossing and turning he’d come to one conclusion. First thing today he would go to Cassie's house and insist that he talk to her. If he had to beat his way to her through Brunswick and Carl, or any other fucker, so be it. He was at the end of his patience. 
 
    Grant downed coffee and toast to quell the hollow rumble in his gut, and drove into town. As he cruised along the main street, it occurred to him that it was still only a little after seven and that was too early to go calling on anyone. He should at least try to start without pissing them all off. The diner was just opening, so Grant pulled up and went inside for more coffee. 
 
    As he sat and sipped, he stared into a large mirror on the wall opposite the counter. A crack ran down the wall behind the man, the plaster separating as the line of darkness widened. Grant froze, eyes wide. The crack opened further and flames appeared to flicker inside. Dark fingers with black talons slipped through and gripped the ragged edge, taking hold of the other side, as though they could rip the wall apart so whatever it was could step through. The owner turned from his grill and made to walk right past the yawning fracture. 
 
    Grant spun in his seat. “No, look out!” 
 
    The diner owner scowled. “Something wrong with you, boy?” 
 
    The wall behind him was smooth and unblemished, apart from grease stains on the pale paint. “No, sorry,” Grant said weakly. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    The man shook his head, disgust evident in his expression. His eyes seemed to glow momentarily red as he turned away. 
 
    Suppressing a shudder, Grant returned to his coffee. The sooner he got to Cassie and out of Wallen’s Gap, the better. 
 
    As the clock on the wall ticked past eight o'clock, he went back to his car and drove up to the Brunswick house. 
 
    The street was quiet, no people walking and only one or two other vehicles sliding slowly by. He parked along the curb and walked to the front door. Before he lost his nerve, he knocked firmly. Footsteps rang out almost immediately and the door flew open. 
 
    Brunswick stood there wearing nothing but striped boxers and filthy, stained white t-shirt. “What the hell do you want, city boy? Didn't I tell you to stay away?” 
 
    Grant stood tall, refused to be intimidated. “I want to talk to Cassie.” 
 
    “What did you say to me?” 
 
    “I want to talk to Cassie.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, she don't wanna talk to you. You just run on, now, before I get my shotgun and encourage you along.” 
 
    Brunswick began to close the door and Grant put a hand against it. He looked past Brunswick and yelled out, “Cassie! It's Grant. You there?” 
 
    Brunswick yanked the door wide open and slapped a palm into Grant's chest, and shoved him back across the porch. “Who the hell do you think you are, boy? Get outta here!” 
 
    Grant snarled, grabbed Brunswick's wrist and twisted it away from his chest. Brunswick yelped and half-turned, fell to one knee so his bones wouldn't snap. 
 
    “Cassie!” Grant shouted again. “I need to talk to you!” 
 
    “She ain't here.” Carl stepped out of the shadow of the hallway onto the porch. 
 
    Releasing Brunswick, Grant turned to face the skinny stoner. 
 
    Brunswick stood, rubbed at his wrist, as he grinned. “Ain't here,” he echoed. 
 
    “Where is she?” Grant asked. 
 
    Carl laughed, shook his head, and muttered something under his breath. Grant didn't catch the words, but the tone was amused.  
 
    “She's gone to stay with her aunt in Kingsville for a few weeks.” Brunswick grinned. “Said you was getting on her nerves, kind of stalker-like.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I dropped her off here last night. You know that. How could she have gone back to Kingsville?” 
 
    “I don't know, a car?” Carl, still chuckling, gestured into the house. “You wanna go inside and have a look around, smart guy?” 
 
    Brunswick glared at Carl, then his face softened as he cottoned on. “Yeah, that's right. Go on in, have a look around.” 
 
    Grant stared at them hard, trying to measure their intent. Were they hoping to lure him in so they could jump him out of the sight of witnesses? Then again, there wasn't anyone around to witness the act, and he doubted anyone in town would lift a finger to help or even call the police. Fuck it, he didn't care if that was their plan, he had no fear of these two stringy losers. Bracing for a brawl, heart pounding and all his senses alive, he strode into the house and started searching room by room. Carl and Brunswick stood in the hall, laughing at him. It didn't take long to search the whole place, small as it was, calling Cassie's name as he went. 
 
    He lingered when he got to her bedroom. It certainly looked like she'd packed up and left. The closet stood open, bare hangers dangling skeleton-like in the glow of the cheap lamp on the bedside table. The dresser drawers were similarly empty. There were no personal effects, no pictures on the wall, nothing. Only a door hanger spelling out “Cassie” in spangled script bore testimony to the room's former inhabitant. If she'd been abducted, they wouldn't have stopped to let her pack, would they? 
 
    He dismissed the doubts with a shake of his head. “Tell me where she is,” he demanded again. 
 
    “At her aunt's,” Brunswick said. 
 
    “In Richmond,” Carl said. 
 
    “Kingsville,” Brunswick corrected. He put his hand on the stoner's shoulder. “Carl, step outside for a minute, would you?” 
 
    Carl sniggered. “Oh yeah, Kingsville. Knew it was something like that.” He shot an unreadable glance at Grant. “Holler if you need me.” 
 
    Brunswick turned to face Grant. “Now, you listen good. I don't like you, and I don't owe you the truth, but here it is anyhow. Cassie couldn't decide between you and Carl and she felt like you was both putting too much pressure on her. She left, and I ain't telling you where she is.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Grant felt his anger boiling. “Where the hell is she?” 
 
    Brunswick was suddenly serious, his face hard. “She ain't anywhere for you to find, boy. Now, I ain't gonna tell you again. Get outta here.” 
 
    A rough voice came from behind. “Problem here?” 
 
    Grant's blood ran cold. Jesse Stallard stood in the doorway. Beyond, through the open front door, Grant saw the other two Stallard boys lounging in their truck, parked at the curb.  
 
    He grimaced. Five on one odds were not good, especially with all three Stallards. They were a much greater threat than either Carl or Brunswick. Besides, as much as he wanted to bust some skulls, what he really wanted was to find Cassie.  
 
    He stiffened, looked from Stallard to Brunswick, and shook his head. “No. I was just leaving.” Summoning as much dignity as he could muster under the circumstances, he strode directly at Stallard, who held his ground for only a split-second before giving way. Grant shouldered him aside, rather than brushing past him, but Stallard only chuckled. “City pussy.” 
 
    Something inside Grant snapped. “What the fuck did you say?” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “I called you a pussy, pussy.” 
 
    Grant growled and rushed the tall Stallard, his fist striking out with all his pent up frustrations and fear. The impact across the redneck’s cheek was a rush of satisfaction and Jesse cried out, stumbling drunkenly to one side, eyes wide in surprise. Grant followed him and delivered two more heavy punches and Jesse dropped unconscious to the floor. Cliff and Jed came racing across the lawn as Carl ran from the house, yelling incoherently. 
 
    Grant turned on Carl, landing one good shot on the rangy stoner’s chin before he was pummelled from both sides by the remaining Stallard brothers. He roared and spat, struck out left and right, letting all his anger go, beyond caring any more. He felt the impacts from all sides, but refused to go down, stumbling back and forth as he grit his teeth and fought back. No way was he going down without giving them something to remember him by. 
 
    “Enough!” The voice was a whip crack in the early morning air. 
 
    Grant was stunned when the fight stopped almost instantly. He swung a couple more shots even as all the boys moved away. 
 
    “Pastor Edwin,” Graham Brunswick said. “Ain’t nothing to worry about here.” 
 
    “That right?” Edwin said. “Get along, boys.” 
 
    Jesse Stallard moaned, coming around as his brothers picked him up, held him between them. They nodded at their father, grinning, more amused than chastised. 
 
    “This ain’t the time or the place,” Edwin went on. “Now all o’ya get along out of here.” 
 
    The Stallard brothers returned to their truck and Carl and Graham strode into the house and closed the door, leaving Grant alone on the front grass with the pastor. Grant panted for breath, his knuckles cut and throbbing, his face and body pulsing with pain. The pastor stared at him for a moment, his expression blank, then returned to his own house next door. 
 
    Grant stood alone, confused. What the fuck was that all about? The rush of punching out a Stallard was lost again in the fear and confusion of Wallen’s Gap. Grant limped back to his car. He needed to find Cassie. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Grant rolled into town, his mood as black as the clouds that hung low on the horizon. He knew Cassie hadn't taken off on her own, but the slightest doubt remained. What if she really had left? He couldn't entirely blame her if she had. Her life sucked. But he was sure he'd felt a connection between them, and she had indicated she was tired of Carl. Then again, she'd also indicated that she couldn't seem to shake the guy. 
 
    “What am I doing?” he said aloud. “Pull yourself together, Grant.” He steered the car into a parking space on the main drag and sat for a moment, gathering his thoughts. 
 
    He wanted two things: answers about Kaletherex, and to find Cassie. If Cassie had left of her own accord, there probably wasn't much he could do about it. If she hadn’t, he was convinced the key to finding her lay with whatever secret hid behind the sinister name. Maybe he was stuck in Wallen’s Gap for a while longer after all. After a few minutes' contemplation, he decided to give the library another go.  
 
    Since he already had a library card, he was able to avoid another annoying question-and-answer session with the aged librarian, and got right to work. Settling in at one of the computer stations, he decided to take a different tack. McKenzie had known something about Kaletherex, so he decided to start by researching the recently-deceased professor.  
 
    The first several results were accounts of the unsolved murder, sudden big news in the area, but at the bottom of the page he found a link to the professor's page on the college website. He skimmed the brief bio and list of publishing credits, and one title leaped out at him. Ancient Mysticism in Appalachia. That sounded promising. 
 
    A quick web search revealed the book was out of print and unavailable in electronic form, but when he checked the library catalog, he was surprised to find it listed. His sudden euphoria turned quickly to disappointment when he saw that the book was checked out. He muttered a curse, drawing the attention of the librarian, who frowned and raised a finger to her lips. Since she and Grant were the only people in the place, shushing him was a bit absurd, but he didn't want to get on her bad side just now. He nodded and adopted a duly chastened expression. 
 
    He made a few more fruitless web searches and then, on a whim, checked to see if Cassie had a Facebook page. No luck. He sighed. The book was his only possible lead. Time to go for it. 
 
    He approached the front desk and waited politely while the librarian pretended not to notice him. She puttered about, shifting items around and opening drawers to inspect their contents. She was clearly doing no actual work. Finally, she let out a deep sigh and looked up. 
 
    “I was interested in a particular book,” Grant said, forcing a smile, “but it's checked out. Any chance you could tell me when it's due to be returned?” He handed her a slip of paper with the title and author.  
 
    Pursing her lips, she turned the paper over and examined the back for some inexplicable reason. She stared at Grant for five uncomfortable heartbeats before nodding and turning to her computer.  
 
    “It is long overdue,” she said after a few mouse clicks. “Let me see. Oh.” Her wrinkled faced reddened. “I'm afraid I can't help you.” 
 
    Grant couldn't believe his shitty luck. “Can you at least tell me who was the last person to check it out?”   
 
    The woman looked him in the eye, seeming to really see him for the first time.  
 
    “Andrew Shipman.” 
 
      
 
    Grant wandered out of the library in a half-daze. Here was a solid connection. There had to be something in McKenzie's book that could help him understand what the hell his father had been into. Now, if he could only find the book. Surely it was somewhere in all the boxes he'd packed up.  
 
    He was so deep in thought that he almost walked right into the girl leaning against his car. He looked up in surprise as she greeted him. 
 
    “Hey there. You're the new guy.” She had wavy, brown hair, big hazel eyes, and straight, white teeth-- a rarity in Wallen's Gap. She wore hip-huggers and a tight tee shirt that emphasized her curves. She cocked her hip and he caught a glimpse of flat, tanned abs and a pink thong. 
 
    “I know I am.” He wished he had come up with a smarter retort, but his reply must have tickled her funny bone. She giggled and touched his forearm with the tip of a heavily lacquered fingernail. 
 
    “You're cute. I'm Jazy.” 
 
    “Grant.” He racked his brain for a way to extricate himself from the conversation. The girl was smoking hot, and not just by Wallen's Gap standards, but he wanted to find the book, and maybe find Cassie. 
 
    “I been wanting to catch you since I saw you drive by in this sweet car a couple days ago,” Jazy said. “When I saw it just now, I finally plucked up the courage to stop and say hello. You can probably imagine how dull it gets around here, when you know everyone and there’s nothing new and exciting going on.” 
 
    “Sure, I guess.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jazy took a step closer and looked up at him in genuine concern.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry, just got a lot on my mind.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “You do?” How could she possibly know what was going on? 
 
    “I lost my daddy too, not so long ago.” Sadness dulled her eyes, but she forced a smile. “You just gotta give it time. Nothing else helps.” 
 
    Grant felt a lump forming in his throat. It wasn't out of sadness over the loss of his dad, but for this bit of simple kindness and concern. He'd experienced precious little of such normal human interactions since arriving in Wallen's Gap. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Thanks.” Then a thought occurred to him. “Say, do you know Cassie Brunswick?” 
 
    “Why sure.” Jazy smiled. “Of course, everybody knows everybody around here, but me and Cassie are friends. She's sweet.” 
 
    “You wouldn't know where I could find her, would you?” If Jazy and Cassie were friends, maybe the girl knew something. 
 
    Jazy brought her fingers to her lips and stared at him, her eyes gleaming with sympathy. “Oh my God, I didn't even think. Of course it was you.” 
 
    “What was me?” A cold, heavy weight sagged inside of him. 
 
    “She called me late last night, all upset because she thinks she still loves Carl but she also likes some new fellow, and the pressure's getting to her. And apparently all kinds of other things are going on. She wouldn’t tell me who the other guy was, and I figured it was a local boy.” She made a face. “Anyhow, she said she was going to go stay with her cousin or some such, she just couldn’t handle staying in town until her head was straight. She was calling me for advice, and I told her sure, she should go and give herself time and space to think. Oh, don't look like that.” She put her hands on his shoulders and pulled him close. He was keenly aware of her breasts pressing against his chest. “I'm sure she won't be gone too long, and I don't think she'll pick that Carl.” 
 
    Grant stared over her head at the mountains, their peaks hidden by low-hanging rain clouds. So Cassie really had left on her own. It was hard to believe, but there it was in unrequested corroboration. First Suzanne, then Cassie. Whatever. If she actually found it difficult to choose between him and that Carl dipshit, he didn't need her in his life. He would never understand women. At least she was well away from the genetic traffic circle that was Wallen's Gap, and that was the main thing, right? With any luck she would stay away from her mean father and that idiot Carl. . 
 
    “Come on. I know just the thing to cheer you up.” Jazy took him by the hand and led him down the street. He wondered what she had in mind as she took him down a side street. The asphalt gave way to a rutted dirt and gravel road, and weeds grew tall in the cracks in the sidewalk. 
 
    They arrived at a small diner, the name painted on the dirty window proclaiming it The Lyons' Den. As she pushed the door open, the sounds of music and cheerful conversation poured out. He raised an eyebrow at Jazy. This was about as unlike Wallen's Gap as you could get. She grinned and pushed him in ahead of her. 
 
    The diner was dim and filled with the aroma of greasy Southern cooking. The few patrons, every one of them African-American, only spared the new arrivals a passing glance before smiling or nodding at Jazy and returning to their conversations. John Lee Hooker belted out a mournful blues tune from an old-school jukebox in the corner. The atmosphere wrapped around Grant like a comfortable old blanket. 
 
    “You feel better already, don't you?” Jazy still held his hand, and he realized he didn't mind so much. “Welcome to the only place in Wallen's Gap where people actually mean it when they're nice to each other.”  
 
    She introduced him to Amos Lyons, the proprietor, an elderly man with hair as white as his skin was dark. His teeth and eyes were matching shades of very pale yellow, but his smile was friendly. He shook Grant's hand, warned him to “Watch out for Miss Jazy, she's trouble!” in a stage whisper, and handed them each a bottle of Mountain Dew. 
 
    “I'm not a big Mountain Dew guy,” he said as they sat down at a table near the jukebox.  
 
    “Take a drink.” Jazy smiled as he took a gulp and surprise registered on his face. “It's really Budweiser. I ain't twenty-one yet. Of course, he charges six dollars a bottle, but every once in a while it's worth it to sit back, listen to some music, and have a cold one. Don't you think?” 
 
    “Definitely. No offense, but this town is depressing as hell.” He took a long pull of beer, enjoying the flavor as the ice cold brew slaked his thirst. 
 
    “You don't have to tell me. God, I want to get out of here so bad, but I don't know how.” She shrugged and let her head hang. 
 
    “Hey, don't do that.” Grant put a finger under her chin and tipped her face up. “You're the only ray of sunshine around here. Don't let this place beat you.” 
 
    “I'm not college material and I don't know anything else to do with myself. I thought about dancing, you know.” She pantomimed a pole dance with such a goofy look on her face that Grant had to laugh. “But that ain't me.” 
 
    “There's always a way. You just have to hang in there until you figure out what it is.” Grant's thoughts turned to Cassie. Was there a way out for her? Did she even want one, or was she going to come back and choose Carl? He kicked himself. Stupid. Cassie had made her choice, and a part of him was happy for her. She was smart enough to get away from everything, for a little while at least, even if that meant getting away from him too. So be it. He turned his attention back to Jazy. 
 
    By the time they'd downed a few beers, a half a rack of ribs, and the crunchiest, greasiest onion rings he'd ever eaten, he had managed to put Cassie out of his mind. Jazy wanted to know everything about him, his life, and the problems with his father. She laughed at all the right places and kept touching his arm in a familiar way. She adored the idea that he was a musician and made him promise to play for her soon. When her hand crept down to his lap, he knew it was time to leave. He left enough cash on the table to cover their check plus a generous tip, and followed her out the door, his eyes only drifting from her hips long enough to see two young men grin and give him the thumbs-up. 
 
    He smiled as he closed the door. Maybe things were finally looking up for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “This is it.” Grant ushered Jazy inside the cabin, closed the door behind them, and locked it, vowing that any Stallard who interrupted them would pay in blood.  
 
    “Not bad,” she said, looking around. “I've never been up to this part of the mountain. It's nice and quiet here away from town.” She turned and draped her arms around his neck. “Very romantic.” 
 
    He drew her close and pressed his lips to hers. They fell onto the old couch, arms and legs entwined. He ran his hands up and down her body, half his mind refusing to give up thoughts of Cassie and the other half marveling at Jazy's fine curves. That second half quickly won out and he pulled the t-shirt off over her head. Passion lent them urgency and it was no time before they were both naked and thoughts of any kind beyond the carnal found no further purchase in Grant's beer-buzzed brain. He forced himself to take his time, let all his frustrations and concerns boil away in an unquenched furnace of desire.  
 
    By the end they had migrated to the rug in front of the big fireplace. Grant wanted to get up and light it, but their bodies were still hot and glistened with a fine sheen of sweat, and he was reluctant to remove Jazy's head from his chest, or her leg from where it lay hooked over his. She ran a finger in gentle swirls over his belly, sending pleasant shivers through his body. 
 
    “You wanna take me away for a few days?” she asked dreamily. 
 
    Grant frowned. That seemed like a strange and sudden request. “Take you away?” 
 
    “Sure. You know, go somewhere fun and exciting. I know I have to work my own way out of this shitty town, but maybe you and I could take a few days, you know? We can have some more fun like this, and maybe I'll get some ideas for my escape plan.” She brushed his earlobe with her soft lips, making him shudder with pleasure. 
 
    He tried to ignore the urge that was already stirring again inside of him, and focused on the moment and her request. He wanted to say something along the lines of I hardly know you, why would we go away together? but given what they had just done, that seemed like the wrong way to go. “I dunno, I have a still lot to sort out here,” he said. “Maybe we could, you know, just hang out around here, and maybe go away in a week or so once I've got everything straightened out?” 
 
    She pushed herself up onto one elbow, and stretched, displaying her figure to full effect. Her hazel eyes, suddenly flinty, gazed at him through a curtain of tousled hair. “I got me the wanderlust.” She whispered the last word like an incantation. “I want to be spontaneous. Let's go right now! The cabin will still be here when we get back.” 
 
    He reluctantly tore his gaze away from her amazing breasts. “Right now?” 
 
    “Yeah! Let's get in that hot car of yours and just go somewhere. It don't have to be anywhere fancy. I just want to go.” 
 
    Grant laughed to cover a sudden unease. Guilty thoughts of Cassie flitted through his mind and Jazy's strange insistence on going away raised uncomfortable suspicions. From the corner of his eye he saw his shirt draped over the arm of the sofa and the material of the top pocket shifted and bucked. He winced and pulled Jazy in for a kiss before she could notice. As they moved apart again, he rolled her over to his other side to put her back to the hideous dismembered finger and brushed back her hair. “I'm too beat to drive anywhere right now,” he said. “Why don't we talk about it again in the morning?” 
 
    She pouted, but nodded. “Sure. But what are you gonna do to keep me entertained till morning?” She sat up, straddled his hips and put her palms on his chest. She shifted back and forth, eyes alive with a mischievous gleam. 
 
    Grant refused to give a moment's notice to the thoughts tumbling over each other in his mind and reached up for her again. 
 
      
 
    The dawn pushed shadows from the bedroom. They had retreated to the comforts of the bed at some very late hour of the night. Or early morning depending how one measured such things. Grant watched Jazy sleeping, half-covered by the sheets. She was one gorgeous girl, but the cold and sober light of day brought with it troubling concerns. 
 
    He slipped from the bed, careful not to rouse her, and tiptoed out into the front room. He began searching through boxes and it wasn't long before he pulled out a small paperback volume. Ancient Mysticism in Appalachia by Professor Charles McKenzie. His mind buzzed as he imagined his father checking the book out of the library. He thought of the horrible leatherbound volume the Stallards had stolen. The blackened finger they had missed. Coupled with this book, his own concerns and Cassie's nightmares, not to mention McKenzie's violent death, everything about Wallen's Gap took on a darker hue. And something else, something that had been bothering the edges of his conscious mind for a while that he couldn’t ignore. His father's death. He remembered what the waitress in the diner had said just a few days ago, even though it seemed like a lifetime. So young for a heart attack. 
 
    There was no family history of heart disease that Grant knew of and his father had never been a smoker, or a particularly heavy drinker. By the time Grant had arrived in Wallen's Gap, the local doctor had already made the official announcements and the memorial service was for a man already cremated. Grant's hands began to tremble. His father had definitely been a part of this Kaletherex group, but had he perhaps found things he didn't like? Had he learned things he shouldn't have? Had he perhaps not died of a heart attack at all? 
 
    Grant shook his head, rubbed one hand back over his hair. This town had him so confused, so many things made no sense. Or seemed to be far more complicated than they needed to be. Was he losing his mind? His thoughts fell to Cassie again and a burning guilt rose up from his gut. He had been so ready to believe Jazy the day before, but now even that seemed unreal. Was checking the book out of the library one of the last things his father had done? 
 
    He opened it up and began looking through the table of contents. There were chapters on all kinds of Appalachian myths and legends, but towards the end of the book was a chapter entitled, Cults and Secret Societies of Appalachia. Grant swallowed, nerves cooling his spine. He turned to the chapter and began scanning the sub-headings. He got to one that made him gasp, The Banishing of Kaletherex. 
 
    “You okay, sweetie?” 
 
    Grant jumped, dropped the book in his lap. Jazy stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame wearing nothing but one of his t-shirts. With the morning light behind her, she was hotter than ever. “Yeah, fine,” he said, hoping she didn't notice the tremor in his voice. 
 
    “What's that you're reading?” 
 
    “Oh, just going through some of dad's stuff, you know. Trying to decide what to keep, what to throw away or give to charity.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She rang her tongue slowly over her lips. “So, what about that idea of you and me going away for a few days?” 
 
    The nerves and unspent energy that were making Grant twitchy didn’t dissipate. “You seem pretty anxious to go away right now.” 
 
    A flash of annoyance darkened her eyes for a moment, then it was gone. She smiled and peeled the t-shirt off, stood before him unashamedly, and amazingly, naked. “We can put the trip off for an hour or two if you want breakfast,” she said. 
 
    Grant stared at her for a long time, trying to ignore his body’s insistent and obvious desires. He tore his eyes away. “I can't, not right now.” 
 
    Her voice was suddenly hard, angry. “Are you serious?” 
 
    He refused to look up at her again, but stood and gathered his discarded clothes from the night before, began pulling them on. “I'm really sorry, Jazy, I'd love to take off with you, but I just have to... You know, I have to...” This was wrong. Everything here was all wrong. 
 
    “Have to what?” Her tone was cold. 
 
    “I have so much stuff to do with my dad's things.” He stuffed the paperback book into the back pocket of his jeans, dragged on his shirt. The finger in the top pocket twitched and writhed momentarily. 
 
    Jazy stalked past him, collected her own clothes from the floor. As she dressed she said, “I can't believe you're turning me down.” Something in her eyes scared him. A deep, abiding hatred seemed to have sprung up from nowhere and burned into him relentlessly. 
 
    He felt the need to reassure her, if only to not make any more of an enemy here. “I'm not turning you down, Jazy, really. I just have so many things on my mind. Let me get some stuff sorted out today and we can come back here later and...” 
 
    “Take me back to town, Grant.” 
 
    He reached for her. “Come on, Jazy, don't be...” 
 
    She slapped his hand away. “Take me back to town.” 
 
    A glacier had descended between them and Grant knew it was pointless to try to do anything about it. “Okay.” 
 
    They drove back down to Wallen's Gap in icy silence. The book pressed uncomfortably into Grant's backside, but he didn't want to move it anywhere that Jazy might see it. The finger in his pocket jerked and twitched occasionally. When they reached the main street, he drove slowly, wondering what to do, what to say. He pulled up at a T-junction and Jazy opened the door and got out. 
 
    “Hey!” he called after her, stunned. “Hey, Jazy, come on.” 
 
    She walked away without a word or a backward glance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Grant walked into the Cup Of Joe diner, feeling thoroughly bemused. He needed coffee and time to think. What exactly had happened this morning? His suspicions grew on each other like mold on old bread, hideous and consuming. More than ever he wanted to get into his car and drive away, far from Wallen's Gap, and never look back. But it seemed that Jazy had been determined to make him do just that and he couldn't help wondering why. Her mood, her disposition toward him, had changed so quickly and so dramatically. Over his confusion, his guilt sat heavier than anything else. He couldn't get thoughts of Cassie from his mind and felt as though he’d let her down. But he didn't know what to do. The finger in his shirt pocket writhed almost constantly and he couldn't bring himself to look at that either. It felt as much a danger as it might be a help, and how the hell could a disembodied finger keep moving around anyway? For some reason, though, it was important to keep it with him, though he had no idea why. Surely he was losing his mind, hallucinating, imagining conspiracies everywhere. 
 
    On the counter were various candies for sale. One was a tin of small, round breath mints. He forced a smile to man behind the counter as he bought a tin, even though the man looked at him like he was a giant walking turd that was smearing up the diner by its presence alone. Grant went directly from the counter into the bathroom and tipped the contents of the small tin into the garbage bin. He took the finger from his shirt pocket, refusing to even look at it, and pushed it into the tin, which he jammed deep into the hip pocket of his jeans. He wanted to throw the hideous thing away, but something compelled him to keep it. Even though it darkened the edges of his mind, laid a stain on his very soul, he couldn't get rid of it, couldn't even leave it behind somewhere. He had to keep it with him, even if he had no explanation why. At least now he wouldn't constantly feel its horrible movements. 
 
    He pulled the book from his back pocket, thumbed through to the chapter on the banishing of Kaletherex. He read the first few paragraphs, standing in the coolness of the bathroom. It talked of a man who had moved to Wallen's Gap when it was little more than a camp, and how that man had uncovered the activity of a very nasty group of people praising a thing called Kaletherex. A daemon the book said. Grant paused, shook his head. A demon? 
 
    He read on. 
 
      
 
    The man who arrived in Wallen's Gap was appalled at the things this group did in the name of the daemon Kaletherex. He vowed to put an end to their deviant ministry, even if it killed him. This chapter is the best account of this legend I could put together, collected from various members of the Wallen's Gap community, though I should point out that getting any information at all was not easy. The people of this remote mountain town are distrustful of outsiders and reluctant to share any knowledge of this old myth. Most claim to have never even heard of it. But a few bits and pieces of information began to surface and I was able to put together this account, of how that weary traveler took on and supposedly banished the demon Kaletherex. That man's name was Josiah Brunswick and this, to the best of my ability, is his story. 
 
      
 
    Grant stopped reading the old professor's words, his blood turning to icicles in his veins. Josiah Brunswick? Like Cassie Brunswick? Was it even vaguely possible they were related? In a town like this, it was highly unlikely that two unrelated families would shard the same surname. He needed to learn more about this and quickly. He stuffed the book back into his pocket and headed out into the diner. He needed a big coffee while he sat and read the rest of the account. 
 
    He pushed open the bathroom door and stepped out, and something hard struck him across the cheek. With a cry of pain and surprise, he fell to one knee, his vision blurred. 
 
    “You just can't take any kind of hint, can ya?” Jesse Stallard said, and kicked him in the ribs. 
 
    Pain blossoming through his chest Grant hurled himself at Jesse, and caught him on the chin with a hard right cross. Jesse staggered back and Grant bore him to the ground. But, before he could do any damage, Jed and Cliff were on top of him. He struggled to break loose as they hauled him to his feet, but the two were strong, and held his arms in twin vise grips. Jesse kicked him in the groin and Grant's knees gave way. Next he knew, the three brothers set to punching and kicking him as he curled up in a ball and tried to shield himself from the worst of the blows. He caught sight of the diner's owner standing by the front door, one hand on the lock as he watched the street outside. 
 
    “Help me!” Grant croaked, but the man didn't even turn to look. 
 
    The blows became distant and the pain a dull roar all over his body as consciousness receded. In a dark haze, he was dimly aware of being lifted, and felt the cold air of outside wash over him before the hard, rutted metal floor of a pick-up truck rose to meet him with a jarring impact. 
 
    Everything hurt. He swam in and out of awareness as the truck roared to life and pulled away. There was nothing else in the back with him and he slid left and right as they drove, banging into the metal sides with dull thumps and grunts of pain. Was he going to die now? Thoughts of throwing himself from the truck, heedless of further injury, rose in his mind. Anything was better than lying here awaiting his fate.  
 
    He braced himself to rise despite the pain in every part of him, pushed himself to hands and knees. Something hit him in the jaw and he fell sideways, stunned again. Through a haze of pain and semi-consciousness he saw Cliff Stallard sitting on the side of the pick-up, hanging onto the roof-mounted hunting lights with one hand, leering down at him. Cliff raised his boot again and Grant gave up and let the darkness in. His last thought was that he had let Cassie down and would never get the chance to save her, to help her away from Wallen's Gap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Cassie looked down at Grant with an expression of deepest regret. She reached down to touch his battered face, and he flinched away. She frowned and her expression grew dark.  
 
    And then her hair darkened. And her eyes. 
 
    It was Jazy looking down on him.  
 
    “I told you we should go away together. Now look what's happened to you.” 
 
    He tried to answer but could only manage a dull moan. He hurt all over.  
 
    “Aw, does it hurt?” Her words were sympathetic, but cold pleasure gleamed in her eyes. “Here, I'll kiss you where it hurts.” 
 
    She leaned in close, and her face... rippled. Her hair fell out and her skin turned gray and scaly. Her teeth sharpened into yellow fangs, and her face elongated into a snout.  
 
    Grant thrashed about as the thing that had been Jazy drew closer. He wanted to fight it off, but his arms were like lead. 
 
    “What's wrong?” the creature hissed. “Don't you think I'm pretty?”  
 
    He watched in horror as it flicked out its tongue and licked him across the forehead. 
 
    “No!” He screamed and sat up.  
 
    “Settle yourself down, son. You ain't in no condition to be leaping about like that.” Strong hands pushed him onto his back. He wanted to resist but his body failed him. He lay back and felt a cold cloth pressed to his forehead. “That's right. Just relax. You're safe here.” The smoky voice was familiar, though he couldn't place it just yet.  
 
    “Where am I?” he rasped, scarcely recognizing his own voice. His throat felt like sandpaper and he hurt all over. 
 
    “You're at my house. Somebody done messed you up and dumped you in the creek.” 
 
    Grant blinked to clear his vision and looked at the speaker. The room was dark, with only a sliver of light through the doorway to illuminate it. As his eyes adjusted, he recognized the man. 
 
    “Amos?” 
 
    “That's me. You're lucky me and my grandson was out catching crawdads when you come tumbling into the water. Whoever done it knew just where the deep place was. You'd have drowned long before you was conscious.” 
 
    “The Stallards,” he croaked.  
 
    “I ain't surprised. You didn't really think you could go tooling around town with Jed's girl and them not do something about it?” 
 
    “Who, Cassie?” 
 
    “Jazy. Everybody knows about her and Jed.” Amos cackled. “Lord, his mama don't like it none. A preacher's son going around with the town mattress.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Grant sat partway up, supporting himself with his elbows. His head swam, but he ignored it. “Jazy is Jed's girl? But she was the one who...” He shook his head, and pain lanced through his skull. “I don't get it. She practically begged me to take her away for a few days, and was really pissed when I didn't.” 
 
    “Who knows why that girl does anything? I warned you she was trouble. Now, you need to get yourself some rest. You're bruised from head to toe and I wouldn't be surprised if you got a cracked rib or two.” 
 
    “I can't.” He forced himself up to a sitting position and gasped as a new wave of pain shot through his body. “You know Cassie Brunswick, don't you?” 
 
    “Sure do. Good girl, bad life.” His assessment was as accurate as it was succinct. 
 
    “I think something's happened to her.” He drew a ragged breath. “I think her dad, Carl, and the Stallards are all in on it.” The pieces began to fall into place as he spoke. “Jazy's a part of it too. They tried to tell me Cassie had gone to stay with her aunt, and I thought it was bullshit until Jazy told me the same story. He pounded his fist on the bed. “That's why she wanted me to take her away. They were using her to keep me from looking for Cassie.” 
 
    “What exactly do you think they've done to her?” 
 
    “Amos, have you ever heard of Kaletherex?” 
 
    The old man sprang to his feet faster than Grant would have thought possible, turned, and strode to the door. Before Grant could apologize, the light clicked on, blinding him for a moment. When he opened his eyes again, Amos was once again seated in a chair beside the bed. 
 
    “Such things are not to be spoken of in the dark.” He sighed. “That's a dangerous question, boy. Wallen's Gap's darkest secret.” 
 
    Grant waited as the old man's eyes took on a faraway cast.  
 
    “Kaletherex is a religion. Nobody wants to talk about it, of course, except in whispers, because there ain't no telling who's in it and who isn't, but everybody walks soft around here.” 
 
    “What are they about?” 
 
    “Nothing good. I did some researching when I was younger, trying to figure it all out. Best I could tell, they get up to some nasty stuff-- animal sacrifice, sex rituals, evil things.” 
 
    “What about,” Grant swallowed hard, “human sacrifice?” He didn't want to think that was the fate planned for Cassie, but he couldn't forget the pictures he'd seen in his father's book. 
 
    “Two times, best I can tell. Both times, a young girl went missing and was found much later, all torn up like some wild animal done it. I don't believe it, though, because both times it happened was some of the darkest times in this town's history.” He ran a hand across his leathery brow. “People went plum crazy. Children kept having accidents, as they called them. You couldn't leave your house for fear somebody'd rob you blind while you was gone. Old feuds that died a hundred years before sprung back up. It's like all the evil in people's hearts just bubbled to the surface. It lasted until the next full moon, and that was the worst night of all.” 
 
    “You talk like you were there.” 
 
    “I was, for the last one. It was 1962.” He lapsed into silence. 
 
    “What happened?” Grant urged. 
 
    “They went wilding. Leastways, that's what some of us called it. All these men in white robes went through town howling at the moon, setting fires, laying hands on any man or woman who dared stick their nose out the front door. Soon as I saw it starting I got home and we hunkered down here and prayed they wouldn't come our way.” 
 
    “Didn't you have a gun?” 
 
    Amos laughed. “I was a black man in Virginia in 1962. A white man could have killed my whole family right in front of my eyes, but if I took a shot at him, I'd be the one going to prison. Yeah, I had a gun, and I would have used it if I had to, but it wouldn't have made much difference. There was too many of them.” He looked down at the floor. “Next morning, it was like everybody woke up from a bad dream. People pulled together and rebuilt what had been destroyed, and nobody talked about what had happened.” 
 
    “You said there was another time this happened?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Happened in 1899. Might have been other times in the past, but I couldn't find no records of it.” 
 
    Grant considered this.  
 
    “Was there anything special about those dates? Anything that ties them together?” 
 
    “I only come up with one thing. A conjunction.” Seeing Grant's confused expression, he continued. “A planetary alignment. Big ones happened in both of those years, right about the times the girls went missing. Of course, it don't make no sense. Kaletherex is about a bunch of crackers putting on robes and doing wrong. Ain't no need to believe in no supernatural.” He waggled his fingers as he said the last word. 
 
    “Where are my pants?” Grant asked. “There's something I need to show you.” Amos nodded at a pile of clothes on the bedside table. Grant fished around and found the finger. 
 
    “What the hell is that, boy? You been grave robbing?” 
 
    “My father hid this along with a book that I think is important to Kaletherex. It... moves sometimes.” 
 
    “Sure it does.” Amos nodded, as if indulging a small child. 
 
    Grant wanted Amos to believe him. He remembered the first time the finger had moved, he'd been thinking hard about Cassie, wondering where she was and if she was all right. He concentrated on her face. Where are you? Where are you? 
 
    “Jesus God Almighty!” Amos came to his feet, upending his chair, as the finger twitched and pointed. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I didn't do anything. I don't understand much, but I can tell you there's more to Kaletherex than just a bunch of rednecks getting their jollies. They're up to something bad, Amos, and they've got Cassie.” 
 
    Amos ran his hands through his snow white hair and turned on the spot. “Jesus Lord, I didn't believe it. I was sure it was over and done with.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Amos let his hands fall to his side. “There hasn't been a grand conjunction since 1962, but there's going to be another one tomorrow night.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Amos, we have to find her!” Grant ignored his body’s screaming pain and jumped to his feet.  
 
    “Now, calm down, son. Let's just think a minute.” Amos laid a hand on his shoulder and gently shoved him back toward the bed.  
 
    Grant ignored him. “You said the other times this happened, young girls were found mutilated. If they're aiming to do the same thing again tomorrow night, it stands to reason they're going to use Cassie! Why else would they hide her from us?” 
 
    Amos shook his head, his face pained. “You really think old man Brunswick would put his own daughter in the hands of them butchers?” 
 
    In fact, Grant thought exactly that, and the sudden conviction made him dizzy. He sank back to the bed, one hand pressed to his ribs. “I've looked in his eyes. He's a cold bastard, sure enough. If these Kaletherex people are as crazy as you say they are, then maybe he would. He's one of them, right?” 
 
    Amos nodded. “Yep, I reckon he is. And the Stallards. Hell, most of this goddamn town seems to be in on it sometimes.” 
 
    “What made you think it was over?” 
 
    Amos sank his face into his palms, shook his head. “It was fifty years ago. I thought maybe I'd half imagined the whole thing.” He looked up, his eyes haunted. “I've kept an eye on things and knew there was another conjunction coming. But everything ‘round here seemed to have settled into some kind of normal. I didn't see any signs like something was happening. Most of the people around back then in '62 are dead and gone. But I guess enough of their kids was old enough then and still around now. The Kaletherex thing has been mighty quiet for a long time. I guess I just hoped it was done with.” 
 
    “Fifty years ago it was a lot easier to keep stuff covered up,” Grant said. “These days, news can spread pretty quickly.” 
 
    Amos nodded sadly and they sat in silence for a while, both lost in their own grim thoughts. Grant pushed the finger back into its tin and the tin back into his jeans pocket. What could they do? Thoughts of his father drifted through his mind. “Hey, did you know my dad?” he asked. 
 
    Amos looked up. “Andrew Shipman? Yeah, I knew him a little bit. He was a nice enough fellow. But he started to hang around with the Brunswicks and Stallards and the others. I had a feeling he got pulled into the Kaletherex cult.” 
 
    “He did. But I don't think he liked what he found. At least, I think he changed his mind about them.” Grant tried to order his thoughts, hard as it was with every inch of his body aching and throbbing. “I found that finger in a secret safe in his smokehouse. He had an old, leatherbound book stashed away in there too. I think the book was really important to them, because Mrs. Stallard came around asking about it, and then her sons busted in and stole it back.” 
 
    “That right?” 
 
    “It had to be them. But they didn't find the finger.” Grant pointed to the pocket of his jeans. “I can't really explain why, but I'm pretty sure that thing is important, might even help us somehow. I think my father was collecting information, trying to find out how to stop them and they killed him for it.” 
 
    Amos nodded sadly. “That is entirely possible.” 
 
    Grant paused. “They said my dad died of a heart attack.” 
 
    Amos barked a bitter, humorless laugh. “They can say whatever they like, son. The doctor, the sheriff, the city council. They're all either in that cult or controlled by them. Ain't nothing in this town happens without their say so.” At Grant's raised eyebrow, Amos flapped one hand. “Oh, you can live your life here peacefully enough if you stay out of their way. They need goods and services and all that same as everyone else. A whole bunch of people live peacefully enough in Wallen's Gap and never cross paths with the cult of Kaletherex. But people disappear if they cause trouble and there ain't many crimes in this town that get investigated like they oughta. Everything gets explained away nice and easy like.” 
 
    “How can they get away with that?” 
 
    “They's all kinds of things can happen to a body in these hills. Hunting accidents, bad falls, snakebites, wild animals, accidental fires, drunk kids running off of winding mountain roads. Everything just common enough to be believed.” 
 
    Grant stared disconsolately at the floor between his feet. What was he supposed to do now? He couldn't just walk away and leave, he owed Cassie more than that. Suzanne’s words echoed in his mind, You never finish anything! Well, he fully intended to finish this, one way or another. But he was scared and not too proud to admit it. And he had precious little to go on. Dark shadows flitted around the edges of his vision. A tugging pulled at his chest, seemingly from the inside. He imagined a black stain trying to push its way out through his ribs. The sensation was nauseating and disconcerting. 
 
    “You okay, son?” Amos said, leaning forward. “You look kinda pale there. You should lie down, you took quite a beating.” 
 
    Grant shook his head. “It's not that.” He took a deep breath. Crazy hillbillies doing evil things in the name of their wacko religious cult was weird, but it still fell within the realm of expected human behavior. What would Amos think about what he was about to tell him? “That finger I found, it has an effect on me that I can't really explain. Like it's trying to guide me.” 
 
    Amos stood, paced a small circle around the room. When he finally looked at Grant, there was no scorn, amusement, or disbelief in his eyes. Strangely, Grant found himself thinking he would have preferred that to the old man's sober expression.  
 
    “My Jesus, I could have done lived this lifetime and another without ever seeing that accursed thing and been happy about it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Grant said. He stood, pulled on his clothes, wincing against aches and stabs of pain. “But it's all we have. Maybe I need to find out more about it.” 
 
    “Was that thing...” Amos swallowed, shook his head, tried again. “Was that thing pointing the way somewhere?” 
 
    “I think it's guiding me to Cassie. Whenever I think hard enough about her, it... points, like that. Part of me just wants to go now, follow it and save her. But we have no idea what we might be walking into.” 
 
    “We, boy?” Amos's eyes were wide. 
 
    “Please, Amos. I'm alone in all this. I need some help. I don't know anyone else.” 
 
    “I'm an old man, what can I do?” 
 
    “I don't know.” Grant slipped his shoes on, rose with difficulty, and stumbled toward the door. “Maybe you can help me learn some stuff. Stuff that can help us?”  
 
    “That conjunction happens tomorrow night,” Amos said, offering him a helping hand as he guided Grant out into a single room with a small kitchen and dining area to one side and a living area on the other. “Hell, it's nearly tomorrow already. You've probably only got the day time to figure out what you're going to do. Maybe you need to consider that there ain't nothing you can do.” 
 
    “I refuse to accept that! I at least have to try.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, son. I don't know what else to tell you. There's maybe one person anywhere near here that knows more about this stuff than me, but she's...” 
 
    Headlights cut across the front window, setting the tattered curtains aglow. Grant stood, but Amos made a calming motion. 
 
    “It's just my son,” Amos said. “Back from town. He went to get some more bandages and such from the store while I kept an eye on you.” 
 
    A rill of fear tickled along Grant's spine. “We're not in town?” 
 
    “No, we're on the edge of the woods, a couple of miles from town. After spending all day working in the diner, I like me some peace and quiet.” Amos went to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    A young man stood there, tall and lanky with light brown skin and amber eyes, a rifle cradled in his arms. “Sorry about this, Pops, but we want Shipman.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Elijah? Who is we?” He glanced over his son's shoulder and whoever or whatever he saw there made him gasp, his eyes wide.  
 
    “Come on out!” another voice yelled. The unmistakable burr of Jesse Stallard. “We got unfinished business with Shipman. Give him over and we'll leave you alone, Amos.” 
 
    Through the front door, Grant saw several silhouettes out front, stark against the headlights of a truck.  
 
    Elijah gave his father a shove and Amos staggered backward, colliding with a small dining table. He turned to Grant, and pointed at the back door. “Run!” he gasped. 
 
    Grant took a step toward the door and froze as Elijah leveled his rifle at him. His son distracted, Amos grabbed a wooden chair and swung it with surprising strength. 
 
    The upswing caught Elijah's forearm, knocking the rifle barrel upward as he pulled the trigger. The shot went off with an ear-shattering report, and the ceiling light exploded in a shower of sparks, plunging the small house into darkness. 
 
    With a grunt of fear and frustration, Grant turned and groped for the door handle. He cried out as a hand grabbed his upper arm and dragged him to one side. “It's me,” Amos hissed. 
 
    The headlights of the truck outside arced through the door, casting long, confusing shadows. People pushed and shoved to get into the house. “Fuckin' shoot 'em both!” someone yelled. 
 
    Rather than coming after them, Elijah turned and stumbled toward the door, cradling one arm in the other. “Not my Pops!” he shouted. 
 
    Two gunshots rang out and wood chips exploded from the wall by Grant's face. He jumped aside, half-pulled by Amos, and cracked into the door Amos pulled open. They tumbled through with the sounds of scuffling behind them. Three more shots barked out in the darkness accompanied by fiery flashes. Amos yelped, but pushed on, slammed the door behind them. “There!” He pointed across the small yard to a Yamaha trail bike parked up near the tree-line. “Key's in it. You can ride, right?” 
 
    Crashing noises came from the house as they ran across the scrub and dirt, ducking into shadows. 
 
    “You have to come with me,” Grant said. “They'll hurt you if you stay.” 
 
    “My own goddamn son.” Amos's voice dripped pain. 
 
    “I know, but it was me he was giving up, not you. He tried to protect you.” Grant jumped onto the bike and turned the key. His thumb found the starter and it roared into life. 
 
    “I didn't raise him to fall in with fools like that!” Amos said. 
 
    The back door burst open and gun barrels swung towards them. 
 
    “Get on!” Grant screamed and the old man swung a leg over the pillion seat. As soon as his weight hit the bike, Grant opened it up and fishtailed across the dirt, wincing at the sound of rifle shots. He headed for the trees, Amos hanging on valiantly, one arm tight around Grant's waist. 
 
    The bike slipped and skidded, tires spinning for grip on the loose earth. With sheer force of will and more than a little luck, Grant managed to control it and speed into the woods. He was thankful for the half a dozen sessions of mini-motocross he’d insisted on as a kid. He flicked on the headlight and tipped left and right as guns fired and bullets bit chunks out of the tree trunks by their heads. Hoping he could out-run and out-maneuver their shooting, he powered through the forest, up the mountain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The gunshots stopped as they barrelled up the steep incline behind Amos's house. There was no way the Stallard's truck could follow them through the dense woods, but Grant had no idea where they were or where to go. “You okay?” he shouted over his shoulder, slowing to a safer pace to navigate the trees. 
 
    “Those bastards got my son.” Amos said weakly, barely audible over the bike's engine.  
 
    “I know, I'm sorry. But if we stop them, you'll get your son back.” Grant felt terrible laying his own agenda over the old man's grief, but it was the truth. 
 
    “I should kill every last one of those Stallards and Brunswicks,” Amos said. “Those families are the heart of all this. Always have been.” 
 
    “So we need a plan. Where to?” 
 
    “Just keep heading up. Soon enough you'll hit a fire trail. When you do, turn left.” 
 
    Grant followed the simple instructions. Sure enough, a scrubby track soon appeared across their path and he turned onto it, grateful for a reprieve from tree dodging. They rode more sedately as the trail wound slowly up the mountain at a shallower gradient. Amos lay heavy against Grant, his one-armed grip weakening. “You okay?” Grant called back to him. 
 
    “Soon enough there's a fork in the trail,” Amos said. There was a disturbing slur in his voice. “Take the right fork and head on up till you find a cabin. Ma Withers lives there.” 
 
    “Ma Withers?” 
 
    Amos nodded weakly against Grant's back. “She's a witch. And she's older'n the hills themselves. But if anyone knows more than me about this stuff, it's her. Mind you, she's plum crazy too.” 
 
    “Will she help us?” 
 
    The old man didn't answer. 
 
    Grant tried to see back, but couldn't turn and safely control the bike. Gritting his teeth, anger a red heat in his gut, he powered on up the trail. Hang on, Amos, he thought. Please hang on. 
 
    The fork appeared after less than a mile and Grant turned up the mountain. The trail got thinner and rougher and the trees denser. How could anyone live all the way out here? He slowed enough that the bouncing suspension didn't dislodge the old man from behind him and prayed the cabin wasn't far. He was rewarded a few minutes later as the trail opened into a natural clearing and a moss-covered, broken-down building stood bathed in moonlight. It looked like little more than a garden shed, but there was candlelight flickering inside and a figure stood on the small front porch. As Grant pulled the bike up, the headlight illuminated the oldest person he had ever seen. Shrunken with age, bent over, stick-thin, bald and toothless, the woman looked barely human. Her skin was a deep mahogany, striped with more wrinkles than Grant would have imagined possible, hanging off her spindly bones like parchment. 
 
    Grant pulled the bike up and killed the engine, silence settling quickly over the woods. “Ma Withers?” he asked. 
 
    “Get him in here, he's hurt.” The old woman turned back into the hut. 
 
    As Grant put the bike onto its stand, Amos slid sideways off the seat. Grant jumped off and caught him. The old man’s left arm was soaked in blood, the sleeve of his shirt dark with it. It dripped off his fingertips. Grant picked him up with a grunt and turned for the cabin. 
 
    “My own son...” Amos mumbled. His eyelids flickered like he was having a bad dream. 
 
    At least he was still alive. Grant carried him inside and was assailed by a harsh, smoky smell that made his eyes water. Ma Withers walked circles around a table in the middle of the room, wafting a bunch of burning leaves in the air. She pointed to the table and carried on circling, muttering words Grant couldn't understand. He laid Amos down on the table and took the old man's shirt off. There was a broad gash across Amos's upper arm, the skin red and angry either side of the welt. It bled heavily. 
 
    Ma Withers pushed Grant aside and dropped the remaining smoky leaves into a copper pot under the head of the table. She pulled out a box of bottles and rags and set to work on Amos's wound. Grant retreated to a rocking chair in one corner and sat, watched her work. His body thrummed with the pain of his own injuries, but he ignored them, intent only that Amos would be okay. 
 
    Before long the old woman stepped back, looked at her handiwork and nodded. She pulled a kettle from over the open fire in one corner of the shack and poured hot water into a tin mug. “Help me here, son,” she said. 
 
    Grant stood, lifted Amos's shoulders to a half-sitting position and Ma Withers tipped the mug against his lips. He moaned and liquid ran over his chin. There must have been something already in the mug as the liquid was dark and foul-smelling. 
 
    “Drink, son,” Ma Withers said, her voice soft and musical. 
 
    Amos opened his mouth and sipped. She tipped the mug up and he gulped until it was empty. He sighed as Grant laid him back down and was almost immediately sleeping, his chest rising and falling in a slow, gentle rhythm. 
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” Grant said. “I'm glad you were up. You seem strangely prepared.” 
 
    “Ain't nothing strange about it,” Ma Withers said, sitting in her rocking chair with a groan. “I got up about an hour ago when I seen you was coming. Had plenty of time to prepare.” 
 
    “Seen we were coming?” 
 
    She tapped the side of head with one gnarled finger. “It ain't something I'm about to explain to you, boy. Just accept it.” 
 
    “Okay. I appreciate it.” 
 
    The old woman leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes. “So I been seeing those Kaletherex bastards all week, walking roughshod through my dreams. Now I see that you're the connection. You're in deep trouble, eh?” 
 
    Grant looked around for somewhere to sit. He was bone-tired and every part of him hurt. As the excitement of their flight from the Stallards dissipated, his whole body began to tremble. He sat heavily on the edge of the small bed, the only other furniture in the one-room house. “Yes, ma'am, I'm in trouble. I'm sure they have Cassie and I think they mean her harm.” 
 
    “What's that in your pocket?” Ma Withers asked. 
 
    Grant dropped one hand to his hip. “How do you...?” 
 
    Ma tutted, shook her head. “Just accept it, boy. We ain't got time for teachings and history.” 
 
    Grant pulled the small tin from his pocket and took out the blackened finger. He held it up and Ma Withers leaned forward to see, squinting so much her eyes seemed to disappear in folds of skin. 
 
    “Where'd you get that?” 
 
    Grant told her everything. The book, the finger, Cassie, the Stallards. She listened, nodding occasionally, sometimes flapping her hand at him if he went on with too much detail. 
 
    Eventually she sighed and smiled. “Well, that finger you found is probably the one piece of good luck you've had, boy. But it'll cost you.” 
 
    “Cost me?” 
 
    “That kind of power never comes without a price. Maybe we should make time for some history. Let me tell you a little bit about Josiah Brunswick. You see, he was a powerful warlock and probably the best thing to happen to Wallen's Gap. The original people here, they set up a small town but they were a deviant bunch. They worshiped an evil demon by the name of Kaletherex and the reason they set up a home here in the mountains was in order to commune with their evil god at their leisure. See, when they first came here, this place was in the middle of nowhere, but civilization has a way of catching up to people whether they like it or not. 
 
    “Anyway, they set up here and they worked hard at pleasing their demon lord and eventually they managed to raise that black-hearted son of a bitch to what they call corporeality. He actually came from hell to this world and did them favors. Course, you don't play with a demon and keep your mind intact and it drove people mad, but it gave them power too. They got all kinds of boons from their ministry as long as they kept the demon fed. And it only liked to eat the flesh of its most pure followers. Oh, don't frown and wince, boy, you know you're in something deep and evil here. Just accept it and listen. 
 
    “The story goes that old Josiah Brunswick heard tell of what was happening up here and his crusading warlock urges drove him to come and sort it out. Now I don't know exactly what he done, but he got in with the townsfolk and lived among them for a while as he learned all about the situation. He even had himself relations with one or two of the ladies and that's kinda his biggest mistake, but we'll get to that. He realized that this little mountain town was only the beginning and if Kaletherex was left to grow and gain power, it would soon devour this place and move on. The stronger it got in the human realm of existence, the more of this world it would want and the more it would get. Old Josiah Brunswick saw Armageddon being born and he fixed to stop it. 
 
    “But it was gonna cost him his life. See, he figured out that the only way to defeat this demon Kaletherex was to poison it here in our world and send it permanently back where it came from. So he offered himself up for sacrifice. He played the part of the zealot, the crazy advocate of the demon, so desperate to serve that he wanted to be fed to it. Now the demon will consume any flesh it's offered, so it took old Josiah up gladly, but the brave damned warlock had set spells and charms into himself before the sacrifice and those enchantments exploded inside that demon and carried it straight back to hell and Josiah Brunswick with it, poor bastard. 
 
    “But the legend has it that old Josiah left a small part of himself in this place, as a kind of anchor of the flesh, just in case something went wrong and anyone needed some of his power again. So I think that what you have there is old Josiah Brunswick's finger.” 
 
    Grant sat open-mouthed, his head swimming with the things the old woman had said. It was hard to believe any of it, but given what he had experienced so far, he had little choice. As Ma Withers herself kept saying, just accept it. “But what am I supposed to do with it?” he asked. 
 
    “I dunno, kid. That's for you to figure out.” 
 
    “You said something about relations with ladies?” 
 
    Ma cackled a phlegmy laugh. “Yeah, old Josiah liked the ladies. So much so that he left a few Brunswicks behind in their bellies and that's what gave old Kaletherex a window back here. See, he's kinda trapped in hell, but whenever them fools make the proper sacrifice during the grand alignment, he gets himself a moon's cycle to play havoc here again. Those cultists discovered it by killing one of the babies he left behind, but they had to wait a few years for a particular conjunction of planets for the power to be strong enough. Since then they've been protecting the Brunswick line and breeding just for to feed their demon god. But they cut it fine this time, got lazy and complacent. It's been fifty years since the last alignment and the knowledge of their rituals nearly died. But fortunately for them there was one virgin Brunswick girl left.” 
 
    “Cassie!” 
 
    “Yep. They ain't many Brunswicks now, excepting for Cassie's daddy and a few uncles, and they ain't got no children, though I reckon a couple of them might still be able to get a woman with child. Ain't been many Brunswick girls in a long time. Cassie had a little sister what died as an infant. For now, she's all they got. I've seen 'em in my dreams, preparing her at their rituals in the night, getting her ready. She's a pawn in their game, knows nothing about it.” 
 
    “She thinks she's been sleepwalking,” Grant said. 
 
    “Mm hmm. And my dreams told me someone was coming from far away to put a bur under their saddle, but that stuff was never clear to me. I guess that’s you.” 
 
    “You happen to dream about whether I succeed or not?” 
 
    Ma Withers chuckled. “Don’t work like that, son. Mind, I wouldn’t tell you if it did.” 
 
    Grant looked out the window at the dark sky. “So what can I do? It's happening tomorrow tonight.” 
 
    Ma Withers shrugged. “Like I said, that's for you to figure out. Or you can just stay here and wait for the month of madness in town to pass. It's a force of nature. A force of unnature, perhaps. If you want to try to stop it, I can maybe help you, but I'm an old witch, and you ain't no warlock, son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “I can't leave Cassie. I'll take any help you can give me.” Strangely, Grant found he was unafraid. Perhaps it was the surreality of the whole situation, or maybe it was because, deep down, he knew he couldn't survive this and had already accepted his mortality. He should have died, beaten and dumped in a creek, but had won a reprieve thanks to Amos. He knew he would never be able to live with himself if he just walked away now, not after everything that had happened. So better to die trying than live in shame. For once, he was going to see something through, no matter how hard it got. 
 
    “I'll do what I can for you, then,” Ma Withers said, “but it might not be near enough. Now, the first thing you got to do is eat something and get you some rest.” She saw the argument in his eyes and hushed him with a raised, crooked finger. “You ain't in a fit state to do nothing for her right now, and neither is Amos. Besides, they can't do nothing ‘til the convergence tomorrow night. Cassie won't even be there yet. They'll be keeping her somewhere til then.” 
 
    Grant nodded reluctantly. She made sense, though he hated the idea of waiting.  
 
    “That'll be just fine then. I need some time to make ready anyhow.” She tottered off and returned minutes later with a mug of broth, two slices of buttered bread, and an apple. Grant devoured the meal as if it were his last, which it might be. Finally, he accepted a steaming cup that smelled of mint, a concoction, Ma Withers said, that would both help him sleep and dull the worst of his pain. 
 
    “But if the Stallards come...” 
 
    “They ain't comin.” She tapped her head. “I would know if they was.” 
 
    Grant slipped into a fitful slumber, his dreams populated by a macabre mix of gun-toting hillbillies, masked cultists, and demons. When the crow of a rooster woke him, he was surprised to discover that, despite his dark dreams, he felt rested. He'd risen and taken half a dozen steps toward the front porch when he realized the pain from his many injuries was nearly gone, with only a dull ache to remind him of their presence. 
 
    Amos and Ma Withers sat on the front porch sipping coffee from cracked mugs. By his relaxed expression, Amos seemed to be feeling the benefits of the old woman's potions, as she called them, as much as Grant was. 
 
    “Thought you was gonna sleep all day,” Amos wheezed. 
 
    Grant couldn't help but grin. Only the faintest hint of the coming dawn glowed amongst the dense trees, lending the world an ashy gray undertone. 
 
    “Well, I'm up now, and we need to make a plan. That is, if you're still willing to help me.” 
 
    “Them sumbitches done seduced my son. I mean to make 'em pay.” 
 
    Grant nodded. “We've got to figure out where they're taking Cassie, and maybe we can ambush them on the way in. I imagine they'll be on their guard once they get started. Maybe even before.” 
 
    “I believe I knows exactly where they's going to take her.” Ma Withers grinned. “The girls who died was found in the same place, and it ain't too far off from here. You can get there in a day, easy. But first off, we got to get you ready.” 
 
    She ushered Grant back into the house and sat him on the floor in front of the fireplace. With bit of charcoal, she drew a circle on the floor around where he sat, then scratched out four straight lines. 
 
    “Are you drawing a pentagram?” He was unable to keep a bit of nervousness from his voice. 
 
    “A pentacle,” she corrected. “And I don't want to hear no foolish notions about Satanism and evil. It be a tool like any other. I won't close it off ‘til it’s time.” She moved to the fireplace where a small, cast iron kettle hung. Then, one by one, she took down several old mason jars that lined the mantle, drew a pinch of the contents from each, and dropped it into the kettle, whispering to herself as she worked. Grant caught a few phrases here and there. 
 
    “Oxeye and bloodroot to give you strength. Rattlesnake master to make your bite deadly.” He heard her name other plants or roots as she sprinkled the leaves and powders. Most were unfamiliar: stonecrop, Adam's needle, lizard tail, Jacob's ladder. 
 
    The contents began to smoke, filling the cabin with a cloying scent that made him wrinkle his nose. Ma Withers reached into an apron pocket and dug out one of the tiny New Testaments like the Shriners handed out at parades. She flipped through it until she found what she was looking for, tore out the page, and tossed it into the kettle. 
 
    “Can't hurt,” she said with a grin. “Now, give me Josiah's finger.” 
 
    “What?” Grant blinked. He didn't know why, but he was reluctant to part with it. 
 
    “Fool boy, I only need a touch of it. Come on now.” She snapped her fingers and Grant hesitated only a moment longer before taking out the finger and handing it over to her. 
 
    It contorted wildly in her hand, like a worm trying to flee from the fish hook. Using a paring knife, she scraped a few flakes of the withered flesh into the pot, then spat into it before handing the finger back to Grant. Next, she pricked Grant's finger with the tip of the knife. He watched in fascination as his blood welled on the flat of the blade. This went into the pot as well, followed by a splash of water. She gave it three stirs in each direction with a wooden spoon before turning to Grant.  
 
    “It be time.” She leaned down and drew the final line of the pentacle. As she did so, Grant felt a shiver run down his spine, and the air around him seem to thicken. 
 
    Ma Withers dipped her finger into the pot, drawing out a heap of black goo. Muttering words in a language Grant had never heard, she anointed his forehead with the foul smelling paste, then pulled up his shirt and drew a symbol over his heart.  
 
    She added water to the kettle and stirred until it roiled and steamed. 
 
    “Now, you need a weapon.” She pulled an old Bowie knife down from the mantle. The blade was a good ten inches long and rounded at the end, and its razor sharp edge gleamed in the firelight. Its spine was thick and straight, the last two inches curved inward and sharp, making the knife double-edged at its tip.  
 
    Slowly, like Achilles' mother dipping him into the river Styx, she coated the blade in the liquid. Holding it up, it seemed to Grant that it glowed faintly, though it was probably just the firelight glistening on the blade. When it was dry, she slid it into a battered leather sheath and set it aside.  
 
    “Last thing, just in case the blade don't work.” She added cold water to the kettle, tested it with her finger, then upended it over Grant, chanting strange words, their meanings seeming to hang just beyond comprehension.  
 
    Grant shivered as the lukewarm water soaked him to the bone. He soon realized he wasn't trembling due to the temperature, but from something else. Whatever spell Ma Withers had cast, he could feel it working. He felt powerful. Was that what made him quake? 
 
    And then he remembered why he had undergone this macabre baptism. If he couldn’t save Cassie, couldn’t stop Kalatherex from rising, Grant himself would be the sacrificial lamb, the poison pill, like Josiah Brunswick. An icy wave of fear rolled through him, and he knew exactly why he trembled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Amos looked him up and down when he emerged into the cool light of dawn. “The hell happened to you?” 
 
    Grant smiled. “I've been prepared. I'm glad you knew Ma Withers. I feel like we've got a fighting chance.” 
 
    The old woman followed him onto the front porch. “Things happen for a reason at their intended time, son. You happened for a reason, Cassie did too. And the complacency of the fools in town as well. Question is, whether you can make the best of it or the worst. Ain't no justice to who prevails in things like this, evil wins out as often as good.” 
 
    Grant frowned, scratched nervously at his hair where the witch's concoction dried. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “All I done is get you ready as best I can. I don't even know if any of it is gonna help. I ain't the warlock my grandaddy was.” 
 
    Grant and Amos both turned sharply to stare at the old woman. “Grandaddy?” they said in unison. 
 
    Ma Withers smiled and sat down.  
 
    “But that would make you...” Grant started. 
 
    “Old as sin and twice as deadly,” Ma said with a wicked grin. “That's right. But enough of that. Like I said, I can't guarantee nothing I did is gonna help you, but we can hope it does. If we're all lucky.” 
 
    “So what now?” Grant asked. “Where now?” 
 
    “They’s place called Natural Bridge Caverns,” Ma said. “It's part of a big old tourist attraction.” 
 
    “Used to take Elijah there when he was a young 'un.” A wistful smile crept across Amos's face, then crumpled in a wave of sadness. 
 
    Ma Withers nodded. “Most folk around here do. But there's more to the caves than most folk know about and the dead girls before was always found on the other side of that mountain. They's caves back there that's not on the tourist maps. They's tight, twisting passages a man can barely squeeze through, and dropoffs down into nothing. Too dangerous to let people wander in there. It's fenced off, but I got me a hunch them fools use those caverns for their rituals.” She grimaced as she said the last word. “Josiah Brunswick wrote a little bit about it. I can't say I know it for sure, but I'll bet my pinky toe and one of my own fingers that's where they'll be taking Cassie.” 
 
    “We have nothing else to go on,” Grant said. “I suppose we have to try.” 
 
    Ma Withers went inside to find some paper and a pen and sketched a hasty map of the surrounding country, though Amos insisted he knew the way. It wouldn't be easy to get to the caves she had talked about, as it was several miles hike across some rough country. The only other way in was a drive into town, then back up the valley along a dirt road, but Grant was not prepared to risk a run-in with the Stallards or Brunswicks beforehand. They had already shown the night before that they were happy to shoot him on sight, and he didn't fancy his chances on a narrow road in broad daylight, and he was certain they'd have the road guarded.  
 
    After some more sketching and talking, they had a route planned and Ma Withers gave them some more bread and fruit for the journey. 
 
    “You know, you 'uns could just sit up here with me and wait til it's all over,” she said as they prepared to leave. “This town has an uncanny way of forgetting all about the mayhem once it's done and gone.” 
 
    Grant shook his head. “Not this time. Fifty years ago, maybe, but this town is more connected to the world now and things will get messy. And besides, I simply cannot let Cassie be killed by a demon!” 
 
    “And I mean to save my son before he's in so deep there ain't no saving him,” Amos said, his eyes hard. 
 
    “I had to try.” Ma Withers smiled and put a bony hand on each of their shoulders. “Well, I done my best and I'll sit here and hope it's enough. You're two strong young men, in mind and body.” The corner of Amos's mouth twitched upward at being called young. “You just might can finish what old Josiah started. You realize, now, that as long as there's a Brunswick left alive with a drop of Josiah's blood, it ain't over.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, taking in the implications of Ma's words. 
 
    “You mean, without that bloodline, there's no chance of Kaletherex ever coming back?” 
 
    “That'd be exactly what I mean. Right now, Cassie is the only virgin girl child left. If she were to, say, lose that virginity...” Ma gave Grant a broad wink. 
 
    “Well, I don't know.” Grant cursed the hot red flush he felt run up his cheeks.  
 
    “Oh, who do you think you foolin', boy? You sweet on her something fierce. And I reckon she done cottoned to you too.” She flapped a hand at any further protestations. “Any how, that's but one line of attack. You gotta make sure her daddy can't never make another daughter. You know what I mean.” It wasn't a question. “And when you get out of this, you take that girl as far away from Wallen's Gap as you can, and keep your babies away as well.” Ma Withers' face was suddenly serious. “Else Cassie can't be allowed to survive neither.” 
 
    “They's other Brunswick kin around here,” Amos said. “All them white folks got their family trees twisted up together.” 
 
    “They's some.” Ma Withers nodded slowly. “But not near as many as you think. I know who all is left, and I reckon they all gonna be there tonight.” 
 
    Grant looked at the floor, overwhelmed by the possibilities. “I'm going to save Cassie, and help Amos save Elijah. I just don't know if we would even be able to start killing people left and right. I'm not a murderer.” 
 
    “It ain't murder to kill the foxes when they in your hen house.” Ma shrugged and patted his shoulder. “I just wants to make sure you going in with open eyes. Now good luck to you both. My thoughts is with you, for all the good they're likely to do.” 
 
    Grant leaned down and kissed the old woman on the cheek. “You've done more than enough already, thank you. You've given me a chance.” 
 
    “That finger you got gonna cost you, don't forget that. But it could save you too.” 
 
    Grant nodded, unsure just how the finger might cost him, but he chose not to think too hard on it. How could he possibly plan for what lay ahead of him? He had a weapon, and a place to take it. Beyond that, he would have to react to things as they happened and hope he came out on top. “Thank you,” he said again. 
 
    Ma Withers nodded, but her face was sad. Her eyes, hooded in their myriad folds of dark skin, were wet and she looked more tired than anyone Grant had ever seen. 
 
    “You ready, Amos?” Grant asked. 
 
    “Ready as I'll ever be. God and Jesus almighty, I wish I was doing about anything right now but what we're planning.” 
 
    “Me too, but I guess we don't have any choice.” 
 
    “All things happen for a reason,” Ma Withers said, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Grant and Amos turned towards the trees and headed off across the clearing. A knot of doubt and fear in Grant's gut weighed him down, but he did his best to ignore it as they strode into the forest. 
 
      
 
    Ma returned the two men's waves as they disappeared into the trees, and sat heavily into a small chair on her front porch. She had never been so tired, but it had been a long time since she had felt this much at peace. 
 
    “I done all I could for you, Grandaddy,” she said in a weak voice. “I think I finally earned me a proper rest.” 
 
    She looked out at the trees, at the sunlight dappling through the leaves. Birds sang and a soft breeze rustled through, carrying with it the scent of bark and loam. She had never seen beyond this day, even in her clearest dreams. Grant looked to be every bit the hero she had thought he would be, though he was a far sight younger than she had expected. Dreams and portents were never really clear enough, never gave any true detail. But she had played her part and now Grant and Amos would have to play theirs. She had never been able to see what lay beyond this moment and she was happy with that. She didn't want to see any more. She had hope. 
 
    Ma Withers closed her eyes and breathed deeply of the mountain air. Slowly the rise and fall of her chest slowed, became shallower and shallower, until it didn't rise again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Grant and Amos hiked through rough country in the shade of the dense forest. Ma's map and Amos's innate local sense of the landscape meant they never worried about reaching their destination, but the trek was longer and more arduous than they had expected. Amos kept reminding Grant that he was an old man and Grant reminded him that for an old man who had been shot the day before, he was doing pretty well. 
 
    The day began to wane as they pushed on toward the other side of the mountain. Dusk came early among the high mountain peaks and dense trees. Grant endured the increasing sense of dread that sat in his gut like a rock and threw himself into the physical exertion to help ignore it. He felt like a condemned man, each step bringing him closer to his demise, yet there was something satisfying in that. For the first time in his life he had a true purpose, an unquestionable destiny. And while that destiny almost certainly ended with his death, it gave him a sense of relevance that he had never felt before. If this would be the end of his life, it would be a short life indeed, but one with more experience than many people ever saw in their three score years and ten. 
 
    It was near sundown when they finally crested a ridge and saw a deep, narrow valley slicing through the mountain below. Grant pulled Amos to a stop and crouched low in the scrub. He pointed.  
 
    “People down there. And look, you can see a dark hole between the trees. A cave entrance?” 
 
    Amos squinted through the lowering sun. “Sure looks like it. That fellow there is distant kin to the Stallards, and the pretty thing next to him is his wife.” He sucked his teeth in disapproval. “I thought they was all right. That woman is a Sunday School teacher, and not at the Stallard's church, neither.” 
 
    Grant raised an eyebrow. “Really? Seems Ma was right when she said this whole town was in on the thing. How come you've never been drawn into this?” 
 
    Amos gestured at his old, wrinkled face. “A black man might have a better life in a town like this than he used to, but he ain't no equal member of society. Too many people got fond memories of segregation, if you catch my drift.” He chuckled ruefully. “I reckon this old skin served me well.” 
 
    “Not so much your son, I guess.” 
 
    “When Doctor King pictured children of all colors joining hands, this ain't what he had in mind.” Amos looked at the forest floor, and shook his head. “I used to pray that my boy wouldn't have a life like mine, could just be seen as a man like anybody else. Didn't ever think I'd curse society for including him. But Elijah is a good boy. He got proper home training. I don't understand why he did this.” 
 
    “Maybe he was desperate to fit in, to be accepted in his home town. And maybe was proud to have succeeded. Only, this town isn't really the kind of society you want to be accepted into.” 
 
    Amos nodded, still looking down. “He tried to save me even though he was prepared to give you up. He's brainwashed by these fools, but there's goodness in him yet. I have to believe there is.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're right. We'll get him out of this.” Grant winced internally at the inadvertent lie he had told. What chance did he have of surviving this himself, let alone saving Cassie and Elijah too? But he was not about to give up without trying. 
 
    They moved along the ridge to get a better view and a track became clear through the trees below. The path wound down the hillside to the cave mouth, where two burly men, both armed, stood guard at either side. The Stallard cousin and his wife went into the caves after a brief friendly chat with the guards, though Grant and Amos were too far away to hear what they discussed. 
 
    Revulsion curdled Grant's stomach as he watched these carefree people acting as if this occasion were no more grave than a family picnic. The fact that they were about to do murder seemed not to occur to them, or if it did, they didn't care. 
 
    Grant and Amos moved further down, careful to avoid fallen branches that might give them away with a sharp crack in the still air. When they were only twenty yards or so above the guards they hunkered down again. Amos tapped Grant's shoulder, pointed. Two more people made their way along the track. 
 
    “Howdy boys,” said one. “It's a fine evening for it, ain't it?” 
 
    “You're late,” one of the guards said. “Cuttin' it damn close. Better get inside.” 
 
    “Really? We the last to arrive?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Everyone else is inside and we're only waiting on Jed and Jesse, then we start.” 
 
    Grant's hackles rose at the mention of the Stallard brother's names. He bit down on anger and waited. 
 
    “How long till the conjunction?” one on the track asked. 
 
    “Half an hour, maybe? Now get inside.” 
 
    The men looked at each other, clearly surprised, and hurried in. 
 
    Grant turned to Amos, his eyes wide. “I thought we had until tonight,” he whispered. 
 
    Amos shrugged. “I guess a planetary alignment don't have to wait for night to be in effect.” 
 
    “We have to hurry!” 
 
    Amos pointed at the guards still standing by the cave entrance. “And do what?” 
 
    Grant fumed. He felt at once empowered by Ma Withers' ministrations, and simultaneously useless and weak. They had one bowie knife between them against a whole town with guns and a demon on their side. He almost laughed aloud at the absurdity of it all. Ma Withers' words echoed in his memory. Things happen for a reason at their right time, son. You happened for a reason, Cassie did too.  
 
    Maybe there was something beyond him on his side and this was the right time. More of Ma's words worried at the back of his mind. Ain't no justice to who prevails in things like this, evil wins out as often as good. Well, fuck it all. There was just as little justice for these evil bastards as there was for him and maybe one angry young man was all the catalyst needed to make a difference. 
 
    “I need to get inside,” he whispered. “I've no idea what I can do in there, but I certainly can't do anything from out here.” 
 
    Amos nodded, looked along the narrow valley trail. “I'll make you a distraction. Draw those guards away from the cave entrance. When they move, you slip in behind.” 
 
    “And what about you?” 
 
    “I'm a fair woodsman. I'll take my chances.” 
 
    Grant reached out and shook Amos's hand. “Thank you, Amos, really. You've been more than good to me.” 
 
    “You just make sure it's worth something, son.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Amos nodded once and slipped away between the trees without another word. 
 
    Grant sat on the dry ground and breathed deeply, trying to prepare himself for whatever he might find inside the cave. The rock of fear and doubt swelled outward, anxiety-fueled energy surging through his chest and limbs. His eyes sharpened and he felt a sense of purpose and clarity of vision unlike anything he had known before. He pulled old Josiah's finger from its tin and it danced and writhed in his grip, gesturing frantically at the cave mouth. He smiled and put it back into his pocket, not bothering with the tin. The furious squirming of it against his hip was empowering. “Come on, Josiah,” he whispered to it. “Let's see if we can't finish this thing.” 
 
    A voice rang out from away down the trail. “Hey, you two. Help me here! Jesse's hurt!” 
 
    Grant squinted into the trees. From his vantage point he saw Amos away down the trail, doing a passable impersonation of Jed Stallard. The two guards exchanged a surprised look. To Grant's chagrin, only one of them left his post. He saw Amos duck into the trees and hightail it up the valley side, the lone guard moving in his direction. Grant would have to finish the other man. 
 
    He picked up a stone the size of his two fists, and looked down at the lone remaining guard, who gazed off in the direction his partner had gone. His pistol was holstered, his thumbs tucked into his belt. If Grant were fast, he had a chance. Hefting the rock, he crept down the slope toward the man below. The soft, loamy earth masked the sound of his approach. He was almost directly above the cave mouth when he dislodged a pebble, sending it bouncing down with a clatter that his nerves amplified into a rumble like a landslide. 
 
    The guard turned around, more curious than alarmed. His eyes widened when he saw Grant. He fumbled for his pistol, but Grant was already flying through the air. He brought the rock crashing down on the man's head. The fellow crumpled to the ground, his limp body cushioning Grant's fall. 
 
    The guy was too big and too heavy for Grant to do a proper job of it, but he managed to drag the unconscious guard into the nearby underbrush where did a half-assed job of covering him in leaves and pine needles. He helped himself to the man's pistol, a snub nosed .38 revolver. The cylinder was full, but the man carried no spare bullets. Obviously hadn't been expecting trouble. Grant imagined there would be a lot more than six people inside, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    With a smile and a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening, Grant slipped into the cool darkness of the cave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The orange glow of lanterns set in carved niches cast long shadows as Grant passed from the light of one into the next. He navigated a series of twists and turns, sometimes being forced to scoot along on his belly until, finally, the pass curved slowly to the left and opened up into a huge cavern.  
 
    Grant stifled a gasp. Lanterns and candles all around the walls and floor lit the cavern, but still it was so tall that the roof was lost in flickering shadows like squirming ink. Dozens of people stood around the uneven cavern floor, the murmur of low conversation imparting a sense of tense excitement.  
 
    Cassie lay on a stone slab in the middle of the floor. She was naked and bound, arms and legs splayed out. Grant ground his teeth, rage boiling inside him at the sight of these sickos looking upon her with undisguised animal longing. Men and women, young and old, it seemed like half the town was here, and dressed in their Sunday best. Cassie looked petrified, tears dripping from the corners of her eyes. Her father stood beside her, his face a mask of zealous pride. 
 
    Voices carried along the corridor from behind and Grant hurried behind a rock outcrop at the side of the path, before it descended into the cavern. 
 
    “What do you mean hurt?” 
 
    “We heard you holler out that Jesse was hurt.” 
 
    “I did no such thing. You're hearing things.” 
 
    “Both of us?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not. But it don't matter now. Where’s Clay?” 
 
    “Dunno. He was supposed to stay there, but he must’ve gone looking for me. Guess it might be that damn Shipman boy.” 
 
    A bark of harsh laughter. “What is he gonna do?” Grant recognized Jesse Stallard’s voice. “Now stand back at your post and if anybody does come by, shoot them in the face. Get on with you, now. It's time.” 
 
    Moments later, Jed and Jesse Stallard emerged from the passage and strode down into the cavern, passing within less than a yard of where Grant crouched, heart hammering. 
 
    “It looks like it's about time,” Jesse called out. 
 
    Giving her son an approving smile, Mary Ann Stallard broke away from a group of women and moved to her husband's side. They joined hands and moved toward the middle of the cavern, along with Brunswick. Cassie's father smiled at the pastor and nodded, seemingly unbothered by the imminent demise of his only daughter. 
 
    Edwin Stallard raised his hands and, slowly, those assembled grew quiet. Unlike the others, he wore a robe like those Grant had seen in his father’s book. “Folks, if I might have your attention please. The time of conjunction is upon us and all has been prepared as it needs to be! It's been fifty years since we last had this chance and some of us were just children then, like the next generation here to witness tonight.”  
 
    He gestured to one side and Grant craned his neck to see, stunned to spot twenty or more children gathered in the back of the cavern, watching with wide eyes. What kind of thing was this to put in front of kids? Some of them looked as young as two or three. Even the two little girls Cassie minded were there, their faces open and expectant. 
 
    “Some of our number were fortunate enough to be involved last time,” Edwin went on. He held out one hand to indicate a gathering of old-timers, some being supported by family and friends, too old and infirm to stand unaided. “Brother Jack there stood in my stead last time, blessed with the honor of welcoming Kaletherex into our world. We thank you, Jack.” 
 
    The old man indicated bowed his head and smiled at the polite smattering of applause.  
 
    What the hell was wrong with these people? Grant felt like he'd walked in on a church picnic, not a cult's dark rite. 
 
    “And thanks must go to Graham Brunswick,” Edwin said, laying a hand on Cassie's father's shoulder. “For it is by his faithfulness that now we have the vessel we require.” Brunswick beamed like a praised schoolboy as Edwin Stallard indicated Cassie, tied and terrified beside them. “Ain't she a picture, there,” Stallard said. 
 
    Cassie stared up at them with terror-filled eyes. “You sick bastards!” she screamed and Grant was proud of the strength in her voice even as his heart swelled fit to crack at her predicament. “Daddy? Why are you doing this to me?” Suddenly, the little girl was so clear in her eyes, even through her terror, that Grant had to look away. 
 
    “Now, at long last, the time of the conjunction is once again upon us!” Edwin Stallard cried, reigniting the crowd’s zeal. The murmur of voices rose and excitement filled the air again. “All is ready,” Stallard went on. “The time has come to draw the blood that shall summon Kaletherex to grace us with his presence and bestow upon us the bounty of his blessings!” 
 
    Cheers and applause boomed in the cavern. Grant looked frantically around as the sounds pounded his ears. What could he do? How could he do anything to save Cassie against so many. Several people around the cave had guns in plain sight, rifles and shotguns hanging casually in their arms. He was sure that several more would have small arms concealed on themselves. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters, I must now caution you to exercise restraint during this ritual. The life that Brother Brunswick has so generously provided us belongs, not to us, but to Kaletherex. We draw only her blood. He draws forth her life. Only in the desecration of the body may the soul be released to him, and once that gift is given, then shall Kaletherex reward us with his blessing. Remember, do no harm to the vessel, for she is Kaletherex's and his alone. And do not come between them, lest you be consumed.” 
 
    Now everyone did fall silent. A few children inched closer to their parents. Grant felt no sympathy for any of them. They spared not a thought for Cassie, but feared only for themselves. 
 
    Cliff Stallard stepped forward, holding a watch high above his head. “Conjunction!” 
 
    “At last!” The reverend drew a large, shining knife from his belt and retrieved the tan leather book so familiar to Grant. He held the book open in one hand, his blade in the other. 
 
    Grant almost stood from cover, his mind a whirl of indecision. He'd have to kill the pastor first, then figure it out from there. 
 
    Wait, son. Something, somewhere, seemed to speak to him, a voice distant and ethereal. It is the demon we must fight, not the people. 
 
    We? Grant thought, and he knew Josiah Brunswick was with him. In some manner, the spirit of the old warlock hovered nearby. 
 
    Aye, lad, we. When Kaletherex is near, so am I. 
 
    Edwin Stallard stood behind Cassie's head, the knife raised high. Somewhere in the depths of the cavern a deep, a sonorous drum beat began, echoing back and forth around the huge space. Every person gathered fell to their knees and began to chant, a rhythmic, repetitive sequence of ugly words. Cassie screamed, and Stallard spoke strange and broken phrases as he read from the book. He drew his knife slowly along her body, raising a line of blood from her navel up between her breasts. 
 
    As Cassie's screams rose, the drum beat louder, the people chanted more fervently and a scouring heat swept through the cavern. The air some five yards from Cassie's feet shimmered and flexed, colors danced across each other like sunlight refracted through a lens and a stench of sulphur filled the air. With a crack like lightning and a shock wave pulse of searing wind, something huge, black and terrible stepped into the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Even crouched on the cave floor, the demon Kaletherex stood taller than any man, and was a mass of corded muscle pressed through tight black skin stretched like a dark membrane across its imposing bulk. Its face was bull-like, with a wide, smoking mouth bristling with huge black fangs. Shining obsidian horns curved up from its head, their razor points almost meeting. Long claws glistened from every fingertip and cut into the cavern floor from every toe. The demon threw its head back and cried out to the heavens, the sound reverberating off the cavern walls and drilling through to Grant's terrified soul. It stretched its arms wide and roared again. 
 
    The pounding drum redoubled its beat, the chanting rose in pace in and volume, the voices a cacophony of stuttering rhythm. Mesmerized in the ritual, no one appeared frightened. 
 
    A man ran forward and prostrated himself at the demon's feet. His wife, eyes wide, grabbed at him, tried to pull him away. Hunger burned in the onlookers’ eyes, their faces gleeful, as the creature lifted the man from the floor. He gibbered, frothing at the mouth in his insane zealotry as Kaletherex slid its claws into his gut, twisted slowly, and drew forth a rope of steaming entrails. His shrieks cut off as Kaletherex bit into his throat. The man's wife screamed as the demon ripped her husband to pieces and swallowed large chunks of the man whole. Suddenly aware of her, the demon clubbed her with her husband's leg, slamming her to the cave floor. She hit the ground, twitched once and lay still. 
 
    Graham Brunswick and Edwin Stallard stepped away from Cassie as she screamed and thrashed against the chains that bound her. Kaletherex turned toward her and stepped forward. The lamplight seemed to dim as the demon rose to its full height. 
 
    Grant, fighting against nausea from disgust and fear, forced his muscles to work. His heart pounding, blood pulsing in his temples, his stomach an icy mass of terror, he stood and yelled out, “Leave her alone!” 
 
    The chanting faltered and eyes turned to see Grant. He stood on the rock he had hidden behind and raised his arms. From somewhere deep within, his voice rose, empowered by the presence in his mind. “I'm here to face you, Kaletherex!” 
 
    “It's Shipman!” Reverend Stallard called. “Shoot him!” 
 
    A few weapons swung in Grant's direction, but most were transfixed by Kaletherex and seemed aware of nothing else. Grant felt incredibly vulnerable standing so tall and, rather than face the instant death of dozens of bullet wounds, he leapt from the rock and ran for Kaletherex. He emptied the stolen revolver as he ran, unsure if he hit anything as people dove for cover. 
 
    Gasps and shouts resounded around the cavern. The demon crouched and roared again, its voice turning Grant's stomach to water, his legs to tissue. He stared into two fiery red, bottomless eyes and his courage deserted him. He saw hell and eternity in those flaming orbs and knew himself to be irrelevant. The gun dropped from his weak fingers. 
 
    A shot rang out and Grant winced, but from the corner of his eye he saw Edwin Stallard stagger back, clutching at his chest. 
 
    “You crazy ass people done gone too far!” The voice rang out from the tunnel leading to the cavern. Amos! Where had he gotten a rifle? Amos's face was bloody and bruised, his wounded arm scarlet through the dressings, but he was here and fighting. 
 
    Grant found strength in the man's devotion and resourcefulness, and leapt to the side just as Kaletherex closed the gap between them and swiped at him with one huge, taloned hand. The pastor's death seemed to break the spell over the crowd, and confusion and panic swept the room. A press of bodies surged between Grant and the demon as people raced in every direction at once. 
 
    “Kill them both!” Graham Brunswick screamed over the tumult. 
 
    Amos's son, Elijah, armed with a rifle, stood guard near Cassie. As Graham Brunswick raised a pistol to shoot Amos, Elijah yelled out in alarm. “No!” He swung his weapon up and fired at point blank range into Brunswick's chest. The slug tore through Brunswick in a burst of blood and bone, sent him flying backward.  
 
    Amos fired again and again, aiming for anyone who held a weapon, and picking off several, as he ran along one edge of the cavern. People screamed and fought, some trying to get away, others trying to take down Elijah or Amos. A scattering of shots rang out as some of the cultists finally managed to fight back, but the chaos prevented them from getting off good shots. Most went wild, ricocheting off the cavern walls, while others took down fleeing townspeople. It was utter madness and, over it all, the demon Kaletherex roared with something like glee. The creature swept a knot of townspeople aside and came at Grant again. 
 
    Grant ducked and rolled, the enchanted bowie knife in his hand. As he came up onto his knees he slashed at the demon, missed, and rolled away again. In his peripheral vision he saw one of the Stallard boys take aim at him and, the next instant, a bullet zipped past his nose, cracking into the rock plinth behind him. Fighting a demon while being shot at? No way. 
 
    The last remaining cult members were now firing with impunity, and the repeated gunshots made a deafening counterpoint to Kaletherex's roars as they echoed around the cave. Grant spotted Elijah roll to one side and come up behind the plinth. He aimed his rifle over Cassie's thrashing, screaming form and fired a well-aimed shot across the cavern.  
 
    Grant never saw if Elijah hit his target. Too late, Grant realized he had been distracted and Kaletherex struck out. One massive, burning hot black arm collected him across his chest and lifted him high, sent him flying backwards through the air. As he flew, he swept the knife around and felt it bite into the flesh of the demon's arm. 
 
    As Grant hit the ground with a bone-jarring impact, Kaletherex screamed. The demon's arm was rent from wrist to elbow and the wound poured thick, viscous black blood and steam roiled up like a volcano. 
 
    Dragging air into his protesting lungs, Grant grinned. His every nerve was amped, his eyes alive with power. He saw everything. He had wounded it! Deep down, he hadn't really believed it was possible. 
 
    Don't let it get to Cassie, the voice in his head hissed. If it gets her soul, its power will be unstoppable for a moon's turn! 
 
    People struggled to fight their way out of the cavern, but the throng was bottlenecked at the narrow passageway. Gunfire reverberated through the chamber, and Elijah still hid by Cassie, sheltering by the stone altar where she lay bound.  
 
    Grant ducked under the sweeping arm of Kaletherex once more and rolled nearer to her. “Cut her free!” he yelled. “Get her out of here, it's the only chance we have!” 
 
    He moved again, drawing Kaletherex aside, and dashed forward once more. Red hot talons raked across his back and he ducked and slashed out with the knife. He yelped in pain, but felt the blade slice through the demon's flesh once more. Kaletherex shrieked, its gashed thigh bleeding and steaming. 
 
    Grant turned to face the demon and Kaletherex halted, staring hard at the knife that had so painfully wounded it twice. The creature tensed and began to circle, not quite fearfully, but carefully. 
 
    “Not so fucking harmless, am I?” He wished he felt as brave as he sounded, but he was beginning to worry. Kaletherex was now wary of him, but clearly the wounds Grant had inflicted were far from grave. He'd imagined that a single drop of Ma Withers' potion would, he didn't know, melt the beast like the witch in The Wizard of Oz. His own wounds pained him, draining the energy from him. Could he at least keep Kaletherex at bay long enough for Cassie to get free?  
 
    And then he realized what Kaletherex was doing. The beast was circling toward the altar. It wanted Cassie. Grant moved to intercept the beast, and it roared as it stalked closer. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw Elijah sawing at Cassie's bonds with a pocket knife. And behind Elijah, Cliff Stallard appeared, rifle raised. 
 
    As Grant was about to call out, Amos emerged from shadow and put his rifle to the back of Cliff's head and fired. Cliff's face vanished in a scarlet explosion. A wave of satisfaction washed through Grant, but it was short lived. More shots rang out and Amos's chest burst in twin sprays of blood.  
 
    “Amos!” he cried out, his voice echoed by Elijah, who saw his father fall. Cassie rolled off the altar, her bonds cut, as Kaletherex rushed Grant again. 
 
    This time, Grant was too slow. The demon's claws raked across his arm, tearing the knife free, and the force of its charge sent him hurtling backward. He flew through the air and hit the ground hard, the air leaving his lungs in a rush. He pushed himself up on his elbows and watched helplessly as Kaletherex charged in for the kill. 
 
    Suddenly, the demon froze, flailing its arms around its face as if swatting flies. Grant was suddenly aware of the continued gunfire, and realized the demon was caught in the crossfire between Elijah and whoever had shot Amos. Unlike the wounds from Grant's knife, the bullets did little more than annoy the demon. It turned and charged what it believed were new attackers.  
 
    A familiar voice screamed, “No! I'm on your side!” Moments later, Jesse Stallard's broken body flew from the darkness and landed with a wet smack next to Grant.  
 
    Grant gazed dumbly at the shredded corpse, unable to summon the strength to fight. He realized the power of Ma Withers’ protections at the sight of how utterly Jesse had been destroyed by one of the demon’s blows. But even so, the moments of his life were numbered by the seconds it would take for Kaletherex to find and kill the other shooter. Then it would come for Grant.  
 
    Someone poked him. Grant looked around, but no one was there. The invisible hand prodded again. He remembered Josiah's finger tucked in his pocket. 
 
    You gotta finish this, boy. This ain't no time for dancing. The voice said. Kaletherex has its vessel on this earth, and I have mine. Don't forget, I am with you! 
 
    A strange calm rose up through Grant, wrapping him in warm detachment. He reached into his pocket and pulled Josiah Brunswick's finger free, gripping it for strength, and hauled himself to his feet. He didn't turn and run, but searched around for his knife. He found it nearby. His fingers closed around the hilt, and he turned to see Kaletherex impale Sheriff Barton on a stalagmite.  
 
    “Grant! Come on!” Cassie, leaning heavily on Elijah, was hobbling toward the passage leading out. “We've got to get out of here.” 
 
    “You go.” Wrapped in the void, he scarcely recognized his own voice. “I'll be there soon.” The lie left his lips smoothly, and he felt not a pang of regret as he positioned himself in the path of the demon. He would die here, but Cassie was going to get away. His sacrifice, and Amos's, would not be for nothing. 
 
    Kaletherex seemed to move in slow motion as it charged. As the beast loomed over him, massive arms wide, Grant let himself be gathered up in its crushing embrace. The heat of the demon's body burned where it touched his skin. Distantly he heard Cassie scream. His flesh blistered, he smelled his hair burning, and the pain, both agonizing and enlivening, pulsed through him. It was all a faraway thing, and he pushed it aside as he stabbed the demon in the face and neck with the tainted blade, keeping its fanged jaws at bay. His blade bit through infernal flesh and bone again and again as the demon howled.  
 
    Grant's strength waned with every blow, but he could feel the demon flagging as well. He yelled as he poured the last of his strength into his attack. He buried the blade halfway to the hilt in Kaletherex's skull. The demon's hellish roar struck him like a blow and he lost his grip on the knife as it thrashed about. Grant bounced against the cavern wall, scarcely keeping his feet. 
 
    But it wasn't a killing blow. Kaletherex, the bowie knife jutting from its forehead like a twisted unicorn, was still very much alive, and very angry with its tormentor. As the demon stalked forward, the voice came again. 
 
    That's not the way, boy. I told you, I am with you. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he cried, wondering if Brunswick could hear him. “Tell me what to do! The only thing about you that's with me is this damn finger!” The finger writhed in his grip, as if struggling to reach the demon. “The hell with you, Brunswick,” he muttered.  
 
    Kaletherex was almost upon him, jaws open wide, ready to devour him. “And the hell with you!” He looked down into the gaping, tooth-filled maw of the demon and laughed maniacally. “Remember Josiah Brunswick? Here's what's left of him, and I hope you choke on it!” He laughed again and thrust the writhing finger deep into Kaletherex's throat. 
 
    That's the way, boy! The voice was exuberant, yet already distant, fading. 
 
    Kaletherex roared around Grant's hand in its throat and slammed its mouth shut. Through the pain and stench of burning, Grant vaguely registered his arm as it was severed below the elbow and disappeared into the huge, black beast. 
 
    The demon screamed and staggered back. Grant stared wide-eyed at the stump of his left arm, not bleeding, already cauterized by the hell-creature's furnace bite. Kaletherex roared, clutching and clawing at its throat and stomach. Some people still ran and screamed, though there seemed to be hardly anyone left in the cavern but the dead and the gibbering mad. 
 
    Pain lanced through every atom of his body, but Grant ignored it. He stumbled to his feet as Kaletherex fell to its knees. The demon swung blows left and right like a drunk swinging desperate punches as the strength left it and its hold on the mortal realm wavered. Its presence shifted and morphed, became gossamer and unreal. Grant grabbed the Bowie knife, yanked it free of the beast’s skull, and stabbed and slashed, again and again, until it felt as though he was swiping through nothing but air. With a soul-rending roar of agony and despair, Kaletherex folded in on itself and fell away from the world. 
 
    Blackness swimming in from every part of his vision, Grant managed a weak, strangled laugh and let the darkness take him as he fell face-first to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Grant vaguely registered sensations of movement, a change in temperature. He heard sounds of the forest and heard distant shouts. Pressure on his body as he was shaken roughly and realized he was being carried over someone's shoulder as they ran. He heard a voice calling his name and some distant part of him celebrated as it was almost certainly Cassie's words he heard. Blackness took him again. 
 
      
 
    He woke lying on something soft. He registered movement and something brushed the hair from his brow. He opened his eyes and Cassie's face split in a grin of sheer joy. 
 
    “You're alive!” she said. She was wrapped in a big, dirty coat. 
 
    “Am I?” He saw movement behind her and realized he was looking out the back window of a car. He lay across the back seat, his head in her lap. He turned his head and saw the dark shape of the driver and recognized Elijah's short cropped hair. Tears streaked the young man's cheek as he drove. The passenger seat was empty. 
 
    Cassie eyes were sad again. “Your arm...” she said quietly. 
 
    Grant tried to grin at her. “Got another,” he slurred. 
 
    He closed his eyes and let the oblivion of darkness take him again. 
 
      
 
    The next time he woke, he found himself lying in a hospital bed. Cassie and Elijah sat beside him. Elijah stared into nowhere and Cassie smiled as he found her eyes. 
 
    “You're going to be okay,” she told him. “But you're badly hurt, so you have to stay still.” 
 
    He nodded, winced at the movement and stopped. “Yeah. Don't think I'm going anywhere any time soon.” 
 
    “I can't believe you came for me,” Cassie said, looking away, unable to hold his gaze. “You came for me and you fought that thing.” She looked back, tears in her eyes. “You beat that thing!” 
 
    “I had a lot of help.” Grant looked at Elijah. “I'm so sorry about Amos.” 
 
    Elijah nodded. “I did that to him.” 
 
    Grant had no idea what to say to that. It was true. But it was also because of Elijah that Amos had come to help and the old man's bravery and fighting spirit made all the difference. “Your dad was amazing. There's no way I could have done what I did without him. He saved all of us, even you.” 
 
    Elijah nodded again, said nothing. Fresh tears rolled slowly down his cheeks. 
 
    “Where are we?” Grant asked Cassie. 
 
    “Kingsville. We just drove away from Wallen's Gap, away from all of that and straight here to the hospital. I don't ever plan to go back, either.” 
 
    Grant’s eyes fell on a newspaper lying on Elijah’s lap. The headline read Cavern Collapse! He recognized a picture of Natural Bridge. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The cover story. You been out cold for nearly two days.” Elijah tossed the paper onto the bed.  
 
    A cave-in at Natural Bridge Caverns claimed the lives of dozens of Wallen’s Gap residents in the worst tragedy to hit the community in decades. Members of the Wallen’s Gap Community Church were enjoying a picnic in one of the larger chambers when the roof suddenly gave way. A representative of the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation said that the chamber in question was in a remote area of the park and not a place frequented by tourists. Local authorities… 
 
    He stopped reading. They had certainly moved fast. The Kaletherex cult was going to get away with it. To hell with them. If the survivors were willing to be a part of the cover-up, they deserved what they got. He looked at Cassie and grinned. 
 
    “What do you say, when I get out of here, we head west until we hit the Pacific? I've had my fill of mountains. Let's see what it's like by the sea.” 
 
    Cassie smiled, but her eyes reflected the deep injury she had endured, to body and soul. It would be a long time before either of them were even vaguely better. But she seemed to genuinely mean it when she said, “I'd really like that.” 
 
    “What about you, Elijah?” Grant asked. “You want to come and see the ocean?” 
 
    Elijah shook his head. “I got a sister moved to New York to go to college. Reckon I might go and see her, tell her what happened. Then maybe stay there a while if she'll have me.” 
 
    Grant nodded. He keenly felt the burned patches of skin, the torn muscles and cracked bones throughout his body. He lifted his left arm, what remained of it, and stared at the dressing that rounded off just below his elbow. So much for his dreams of being a professional musician. Then again, the drummer from Def Leppard only had one arm. A shame Grant was a guitarist. Perhaps Suzanne had left him for all the wrong reasons, but it led him to Cassie. He thought she would support him whatever his dreams. And he would support her. 
 
    He remembered Ma Withers' words. That finger you got gonna cost you, don't forget that. He hadn't known what she meant, but Grant knew well enough now. 
 
    “Your arm,” Cassie said, eyes wet as she looked at his injury. 
 
    Grant smiled. “I'm just glad to be alive.” And he meant it. “I honestly thought I was going to die back there in that cave. I was kind of at peace with that. So seeing as I've managed to get away with nothing but some injuries that'll heal and only ended up losing my hand, I guess I can live with that.” 
 
    “That's quite an amazing attitude to have.” 
 
    “Oh, it's going to take some getting used to, I don't doubt that. And I’ll be angry about it for a fair while. Just as well I'm right-handed. But any problems I run into, I guess I'm going to need your help.” 
 
    Cassie leaned forward and kissed him softly. Her lips were warm against his. “I can do that,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    In Wallen's Gap the people moved through the streets like ghosts. A sense of something terrible hung in the air, something lost and broken. For any survivors of the cave that night, little was ever said about what had happened. It took several days to quietly bury the bodies of all the dead. The new sheriff, a swiftly promoted local deputy, spent many late nights organizing the paperwork to hide the events up in the hills beyond town. 
 
    In a house up beside the church, Mary Ann Stallard sat stony-eyed across the table from a young girl with red hair and freckles across her nose. “I lost a husband and three sons that night,” Mary Ann was saying, “so I ain't about to let you outta my sight.” 
 
    “You never have,” the young girl said, her face sullen. 
 
    “Don't give me none of your sass. Your daddy's the one who give you to us for safe-keeping when you was just a babe. We've fed and clothed you and cared for you like you was our own.” 
 
    “I don't remember any of your own being forced to live in the basement their whole lives.” 
 
    “That's enough.” Mary Ann's voice cracked like a whip. “You know how precious you are.” Her face and voice grew dark. “And if the good reverend had controlled his natural urges, we wouldn't have had to use your sister, and maybe my men would still be alive.” 
 
    “And my daddy,” the girl added, though there was no feeling in her words. 
 
    “You just look after yourself, and that one there.” Mary Ann nodded at the girl's stomach. “Now you make us a fresh pot, ya hear.” 
 
    The young redhead nodded and rose from the table, one hand resting on her rotund belly. 
 
    “Oh, and one other thing,” Mary Ann said. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am?” 
 
    “If that ain't a girl child the good reverend put in there, Sally Brunswick, we're gonna find you a baby daddy to keep on working at you until it is. I don't know if our lord is gone for good or not, but there will be another conjunction and I aim to live to see it.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Dark Rite, try Blood Codex, A Jake Crowley Adventure by David Wood and Alan Baxter 
 
      
 
    Alan Baxter is a Ditmar Award-nominated British- Australian author living on the south coast of NSW, Australia. He writes dark fantasy, sci-fi and horror, rides a motorcycle and loves his dog. He also teaches Kung Fu. He is the author of the contemporary dark fantasy thriller novels, RealmShift and MageSign, and over 40 short stories which have appeared in a variety of journals and anthologies in Australia, the US, the UK and France, including theYear’s Best Australian Fantasy & Horror. Alan is also a freelance writer, penning reviews, feature articles and opinion. He’s a contributing editor and co-founder at Thirteen O’Clock, Australian Dark Fiction News & Reviews, and co-hosts Thrillercast, a thriller and genre fiction podcast. Read extracts from his fiction at his website www.alanbaxteronline.com or find him on Twitter @AlanBaxter, and feel free to tell him what you think. About anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    David Wood is the author of the Dane Maddock Adventures series and several stand-alone works, as well as The Absent Gods fantasy series under his David Debord pen name. He loves history, archaeology, mythology, and cryptozoology, and tries to work all of these varied influences into the Dane Maddock books, in particular. He is a proud member of International Thriller Writers and hosts the Wood on Words podcast. He loves to discuss books and publishing, so feel free to connect with him at www.davidwoodweb.com or on Twitter or Facebook. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




THE FLAT BY RICK CHESLER AND JACK DOUGLAS 
 
      
 
    When a troubled young American couple leases a flat in Portugal, they hope to rekindle lost feelings for one another in an exotic new setting far removed from reminders of their past. But as the first hours in their new surroundings unfold, it quickly becomes apparent that their stay in the flat will be anything but relaxing. Something haunts the unit, and now it’s haunting them, shutting them off from the outside world at the same time it turns the lovers against one another in the most brutal of ways. 
 
    As they struggle to find a way out of a living hell, with its multitude of unforgiving horrors, the two finally come to realize they can't escape themselves. And that no one leaves THE FLAT. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The city of Lisbon has a dark side, one that is marked by betrayal, jealousy, and gut-wrenching heartache. It is expressed in a musical style distinctive to Lisbon known as fado. Listen closely. You are hearing this country’s soul. 
 
      
 
    –Anonymous (Scrawled in Craig Devlin’s Guidebook) 
 
   
  
 



 
 
    From the Desk of Amaro Dias Silva 
 
      
 
    Casey Morton-Blaine Literary Agency Empire State Building 
 
    350 Fifth Avenue 
 
    New York, New York 10118 United States 
 
      
 
    Attn: Jenna Bagetta 
 
      
 
    Dear Senhora Bagetta: 
 
      
 
    I understand that you are the literary agent representing Craig Devlin, my most recent tenant here in Lisbon, Portugal. I am, therefore, taking the liberty of forwarding to you your client’s completed manuscript, as it was left behind when Sr. Devlin vacated my flat. As you may know, Sr. Devlin and his fiancée Amy Berdan left no forwarding address. 
 
      
 
    It should be noted, given the circumstances, I have also forwarded copies of this manuscript to Portuguese and American authorities, as well as to the brother of Senhora Amy Berdan, who contacted me several times with regard to his sister’s whereabouts. 
 
      
 
    With respect to Sr. Devlin’s manuscript, in my humble opinion, the story is quite good, though perhaps too disturbing for an American publisher. In any event, I leave it with you to do as you will. I am certain you will find the book a good home. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely yours, 
 
    Amaro Dias Silva 
 
      
 
    P.S. If you are ever to consider Lisboa as a spot to spend your holiday, please feel free to contact me if you require somewhere to stay. I am certain I have the perfect place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It started about three and a half hours into the flight. It was a painless sensation, a heavy rhythmic thumping like a heartbeat through a stethoscope. A throbbing in his right ear. At first he ignored it, dismissed it as a trick of the altitude, a minor disturbance resulting from a change in air pressure. It started to dull then faded altogether. But minutes later it returned as loud and unremitting as ever. He pinched his nose and swallowed hard, stretched his jaw in a yawn but it had no effect. His ears  seemed to pop, but  the pulsating  continued. 
 
    He  leaned to his right and slipped his fingers into Amy’s icy hands, but she didn’t stir. It didn’t matter whether she was in a king-sized bed draped in Egyptian cotton or cramped in a middle seat in coach at thirty thousand feet; when Amy slept, she slept like the dead. Craig frowned. Shifted and loosened his seat belt. Eyed the clouds beneath the airliner’s wing and briefly imagined dropping through, hurtling toward the earth in a frenzied free fall without a chute. Another four hours and they would touch down in Lisbon, claim their luggage, hop a taxi and travel through the city to their flat. 
 
    One year in Portugal, which would serve as the setting for his next book, a novel tentatively titled Letters from Lisbon. A love story, a love tragedy he hoped would set the literary world afire. He had failed in three previous attempts at book-length fiction; three attempts in two grueling, near-suicide years in which Amy had packed her bags and left him twice. 
 
    Finally a nonfiction manuscript earned him some success. A memoir titled Libations & Infatuations, which chronicled his twenties, a decade of debauchery, of endless drinking, drugs and sex. It was a story he had never intended to tell, a writing that began as a suicide note, ran for four hundred pages and later landed on his literary agent’s cluttered Manhattan desk. It earned him a second shot and a modest advance, enough to carry him and Amy—his on-again, off-again fiancée—away from hellish Gotham for a while, for twelve long months of peace, recuperation and relative solitude. 
 
    The turbulence hit without warning; the air became angry and violent. The cabin lights flickered and the in-flight movie blinked off. Jarred, Craig reached into his right pants pocket and plucked from it a bottle of Xanax. As the plane rocked, he dry-swallowed a pill, unfastened the seat belt and tugged at his collar. 
 
    It felt as though they were losing altitude. 
 
    Craig launched himself from his seat, but just as he did, the seat belt sign jingled, thwarting his attempt for the aisle. He sat, re-fastened his belt and took deep breaths, willing the Xanax to kick in. He gripped the armrests as hard as he could, pictured himself in a wide open field. But with each second that passed, the seat felt that much smaller, the belt tightening against his waist, the passenger in front of him reclining, pressing like a hot iron against his knees. 
 
    In a near-panic, his eyes darted to Amy. Her eyes were closed, her mouth ajar. The slightest bit of drool was sliding down her chin. Wake up, he thought, but she didn’t. She never did at times like this. In the pitch dark, in the dead of night, as he lay in bed, gripped by paralyzing anxiety, she’d breathe in and out, in and out, mocking him with every unconscious breath for his chronic inability to sleep. 
 
    Craig twisted the control above his head and took in the small bit of air it offered. As suddenly as the fear came, it went. The anxiety dissipated, the chair widened, the belt loosened, the passenger in front of him moved up in his seat. The airliner steadied and Amy woke, opening her eyes and wiping the spittle from her chin. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, of course. She seldom did. She spoke when she was spoken to, but rarely started a conversation. Her faded green eyes fell on him for just a second, then advanced to the aisle, as she folded her arms against the chill. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her shoulder. He would prove to her over the next several months that remaining with him wasn’t a mistake. That a year in Europe was just what they needed. That this last leg of their long engagement would be the happiest, most intimate period of their lives— the perfect prelude to their long-awaited marriage. 
 
    “Halfway there,” he said a few minutes later. 
 
    Amy’s face was now buried in a battered paperback, her eyes glued to a yellowed page. She lowered the book after several measured seconds, swept her hair behind her ear and said, “I have to call my mother as soon as we land.” 
 
    Her mother. It was always about her mother and no one else. If she wanted to kill a conversation—and Craig often thought she did—she need only mention her mother. Her mother, who had arrived all too eagerly each time Amy packed her bags. Her mother, who’d poisoned Amy against him from the start. Her mother, who’d barked about Craig getting a “real job” when he spent ninety hours a week hunched over a laptop computer. 
 
    “Are you excited?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure.” The same answer she’d supplied repeatedly over the previous ninety days, ever since they’d booked their flight and secured their flat. Sure, with the faintest hint of sarcasm and now the unequivocal tone of regret. 
 
    Craig gazed out the window and took another deep breath, entranced by the incessant pulsing in his ear. He reached into the seat pocket for his iPod Shuffle and placed the tiny white buds into his ears. He punched up the volume and watched out the window at the blue sky above, the gray clouds below. For the next three hundred and sixty- five days, he’d leave behind his problems and worry over nothing but his writing. He and Amy would soak up some Old World culture and hammer out each of their issues long before they returned to New York. 
 
    He reached over and took her left hand, warming it between both of his. He allowed himself to close his eyes and lean back in his seat. He daydreamt of their first nights in Lisbon, of dining at outdoor cafés and imbibing in quiet, dimly lit taverns. Of strolling home arm-in-arm with only the moonlight and stars to guide them. Of rushing up the stairs and fumbling for their keys, of bursting through the door and shedding their clothes, of making love on the floor of their new flat. 
 
    Craig drifted off, half-thinking, half-dreaming, as the music drowned out the sound of the pulse and the hum of the plane. And before long he was sleeping, and the airliner was descending, and Amy was awake and reading, and in his ears, Ozzy was going off the rails on a crazy train. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Amy waved Craig off and lifted her overstuffed suitcase into the dusty trunk of the taxi herself. Then she climbed into the rear of the cab and sat idly in protest, her hands folded in her lap. She’d wanted to call her mother but Craig had hurried her out of the airport, anxious to catch a taxi and make their way to the flat. 
 
    It had been like this ever since they started dating, Craig trying to drive a wedge between her and her parents—especially between her and her mother. He had never even given them a chance. Dodging her parents the first three or four times they were supposed to meet. Amy showing up alone at restaurants in the city after her parents drove for more than two hours from their home upstate, making excuses for Craig: Oh, he’s sick. Or, he’s got a big trial starting tomorrow morning. 
 
    By then, of course her mother was biased against him. Of course she was none too thrilled when he proposed marriage after only two and a half months of serious dating. Of course she was horrified when Amy first announced they were moving seven thousand miles away to Hawaii. 
 
    Now, in the rear seat of the taxi, Craig fumbled with his guidebook, flipping pages and muttering sounds, attempting to answer the driver in Portuguese. 
 
    “Onde?” the driver said again, impatiently. He watched them through the rearview, and his gaze made Amy feel uneasy. His skin was dark and prematurely wrinkled, his eyes narrowed and bloodshot, as though he had spent the afternoon drinking on the beach. 
 
    Amy surreptitiously sniffed the air, sure she picked up the faint scent of wine. She leaned over to Craig to whisper in his ear but kept silent. He would only shrug off her concern anyhow, she decided, accuse her again of trying to sabotage their precious trip. 
 
    Instead she sat quietly, huddled in the corner, watching the bustle on the street. The sky was gray and threatening dark. It was disorienting, since back home in Manhattan it was only two o’clock. She’d slept some on the plane but was still fatigued. Worn mentally and emotionally. Still torn over her decision—a decision she didn’t really make until the moment she stepped onto the plane. 
 
    “Aqui,” Craig said finally, jabbing at the map. “Here.” He rattled off their address in the Alfama quarter. 
 
    “Porquê?” said the driver, shaking his head. 
 
    Amy could tell Craig was growing flustered, red rising up his neck. “No compreendo,” he sputtered. “I don’t understand.” Then, “Please, por favor, go now, take us to the Alfama quarter, to our flat.” 
 
    The driver sat mute, still staring into the rearview, his bloodshot eyes trained on Amy. Then he reset the fare, shrugged his shoulders, shifted out of park, and stomped on the accelerator, flinging Craig back against the torn vinyl seat. 
 
    The taxi merged into traffic and Amy stared out the window, still somewhat stunned to find herself in Lisbon. It was her first time in Europe, her first time abroad unless you counted the day-trip she and her family once took to the Canadian side of Niagara Falls. 
 
    It wasn’t for her family’s lack of desire to travel. Certainly not her mother’s. No, Diana Berdan would have been the first to say, “Let’s rent one of those over-the-water thatched-roof bungalows in Bora Bora.” But that was pretty difficult to do on a teacher’s salary, and her husband, Amy’s father, was of no help at all. 
 
    Sure, Johnny Berdan had big dreams at one time. Not unlike Craig. He had had an entrepreneurial spirit, Amy’s mother said. He was going to open the finest bar and grill in Pawling, and follow it up with one in Poughkeepsie, one in Newburgh, one in Waterbury and another in Naugatuck. Then he and her mother got married, had Amy, and soon after Amy’s brother. 
 
    Instead of owning a Pawling bar and grill, her father began working at one, slinging drinks at Dooley’s over on Dutchess Drive. Five bucks an hour plus tips. A Pawling Gazette paper route on the side. 
 
    So much for Johnny’s big dreams. So much for Diana’s. 
 
    Amy’s eyes grew wide. Portugal’s capital city wasn’t at all what she had expected. It was old, sure, yet spectacularly beautiful. Elegant with rolling hills—a striking contrast from the flattened landscape of Manhattan. 
 
    And the streets of Lisbon were surprisingly eclectic. The taxi swept past contemporary buildings nestled between baroque cathedrals and old boutique specialty shops. Ornate archways fronted cold, hidden doorways. Narrow cobblestone alleyways displayed working old-fashioned trams. The roads were lined with small tavernas and neighborhood cafés, the riverbanks with restaurants advertising fresh seafood and fine wines. Every building, every storefront, seemed to shine despite the tired gray sky. And the pedestrians moved slowly, in no apparent hurry, actually taking the time to acknowledge one another on the street. 
 
    The cab coasted smoothly along the uncrowded city thoroughfare. The driver, once agitated, now seemed calm and unhurried, his bloodshot eyes finally focused not on the rearview but on the road ahead. 
 
    Craig was uncharacteristically quiet, surveying the city, jotting notes in the margins of his travel guide. He, too, seemed oddly serene. No doubt relieved that he had actually made it to Lisbon with Amy at his side. 
 
    She knew he didn’t trust her. Not after what had happened in Honolulu. 
 
    She looked away from him and sighed. 
 
    The driver didn’t signal, just suddenly jerked the steering wheel to the left. Amy’s stomach leapt like it had on the Kraken, that goddamned roller coaster Craig finally conned her into riding last month. She lost her balance and crashed into him, as Craig braced himself against the door. 
 
    The cab veered down a narrow side road. The wheels bounced along the broken pavement, jolting the pair like Mexican jumping beans. Amy reached for the front seat to steady herself. Her eyes settled on the set of red rosary beads swinging like a pendulum from the rearview mirror. 
 
    The driver seemed oblivious, his right foot glued to the accelerator, his left hand adjusting a chipped and peeling Jesus statue stationed on the cracked blue dashboard. 
 
    Amy pulled her eyes from the rosary and watched through the windshield at the fast approaching intersection. The taxi roared toward it without slowing. She caught a glint off the fender of an approaching vehicle, and then she screamed and shut her eyes. 
 
    The taxi screeched to an abrupt halt. Amy’s face was flung forward as though through a slingshot into the front passenger seat. A fierce pain shot up through her nose. 
 
    Next thing she knew, Craig was leaning over her, holding a handkerchief to her face, cursing the driver from one side of his mouth and reassuring Amy from the other. 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw the white hanky turn crimson. She gasped and shuddered and held onto Craig’s arm as he lifted her head skyward to ebb the bleeding. 
 
    She worried that her nose was broken. Imagined spending her first days in Lisbon with a splint down her face and two black eyes. Pictured herself returning to her parents’ place in Pawling, fractured and doped on painkillers, falling into her mother’s arms, sobbing, conceding she’d been right all along. 
 
    “Do you want to go to a hospital?” Craig asked. 
 
    Amy shook her head and blinked back tears. She breathed deeply, more shocked than pained. She pleaded, “I just want to go home.” 
 
    Craig nodded. For a moment she thought he would ask the driver to return them to the airport. That they would purchase tickets and board the next flight bound for New York. Instead he instructed the driver to proceed to the Alfama, but slowly. The driver bowed his head as though he suddenly understood ingles and rolled the taxi back onto the street with an exaggerated caution. 
 
    They headed south. 
 
    Amy held the hanky tightly to her nose, her forehead pressed against the cold glass. Craig reached for her once, twice, three times. Each time she pulled away, sulking in her corner like a spoiled six-year- old. 
 
    Meanwhile, on the other side of the window, the buildings grew even older. The streets and sidewalks were filthy and in terrible disrepair. Once the taxi entered the Alfama, all seemed ravaged. 
 
    Craig had described the Alfama as a medieval Moorish neighborhood with an emerging cosmopolitanism—a humble yet charming home for newcomers and natives alike. The heart of Lisbon, he’d said. A heart, Amy thought now, that had apparently stopped beating some two centuries ago. 
 
    They continued deeper into the quarter, twisting and turning around old churches and crumbling structures until they reached the center of the district. The core of the devastated village that Craig had described as quaint. 
 
    The cab finally rolled to a stop before a wide ancient orange building. Its face was scarred and blistered, stained horribly with grime. Amy cringed. 
 
    She removed the blood-soaked handkerchief from her nose and twisted her head to take in the steep narrow street. The road looked like a tongue, lined with filthy compact houses like rotten, crooked teeth. 
 
    Craig and the driver each opened their doors. Amy didn’t budge. 
 
    Where were the stunning white-sand beaches, the wealth of stylish bars and discos? Where were the fine restaurants, the promised museums and theaters? Where was the beauty Craig had assured her was waiting for them here? 
 
    Amy stared into the distance, at the hideous crumbling houses, their facades strung with washing, their stairways and terraces on the verge of collapse. Their shutters were in shambles, their windows cracked and cruddy. She was met suddenly with an unnerving silence, a terrible emptiness, an absence of life. 
 
    Craig walked around the rear of the cab and opened Amy’s door. 
 
    He leaned in and gently took her arm. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart,” he said softly, gesturing to the ruins over his left shoulder. “Let’s go in and check out our flat.” 
 
    She stumbled out of the taxi and steadied herself on the uneven roadway. Waited as Craig paid the driver in euros, leaving him with harsh words and no tip, pointing to Amy’s nose as he retrieved the luggage. 
 
    The driver slammed the trunk and got back into his cab. He waited until the couple was clear of the vehicle then started the engine. 
 
    Amy stared absently at the taxi. Considered reaching for the rear door and climbing back in, begging the driver to return her to Lisbon Airport. 
 
    But instead she stood frozen, dripping blood from her nose, her will lost somewhere in the taxi’s thick brown exhaust. 
 
    She stepped forward and peered through the cab’s open passenger- side window. Saw the driver turn and flash a crooked smile as he shifted then shot them the finger. Heard him mutter “Adeus” as he pulled the taxi away, leaving them alone in the road. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Craig heaved the suitcases up the broken stone steps. He paused at the top in front of the warped wooden door and turned to Amy. She stood on the step below with the carry-ons, holding the bloody handkerchief to her nose, still staring down the steep narrow street after the taxi. Craig set the suitcases down and turned back toward the entrance. The door was slightly ajar. He lifted the suitcases back up and pushed the door open with his foot. Then he stepped inside. 
 
    An indescribable stench smacked him in the face as he entered the main hall. He parted his lips so that he could breathe through his mouth, and then turned the corners of those lips up for Amy’s benefit. 
 
    She didn’t return the smile. 
 
    A single light flickered at the bottom of a flight of steep wooden stairs. The dying bulb illuminated peeling, hideously patterned wallpaper, a small table and a pair of antique chairs. The gray tiled floor creaked beneath his feet, each step louder than the last. 
 
    He bypassed the stairs and made for the ancient lift at the end of the hall. He set the suitcases down and waited for Amy. 
 
    For once he was glad she didn’t speak. 
 
    Craig stabbed once at the black button to summon the lift and, wordlessly, they waited. 
 
    He had been in buildings worse than this. Projects in Newark during law school when he interned for the public defender’s office and had to interview witnesses and clients. All but a few had lived in abject poverty, in Section 8 tenements that should have been condemned. 
 
    And of course, he had been in crack houses. In Asbury Park and Washington Heights, when he and Danny were dry and couldn’t get in touch with Suede. 
 
    But things were different now. He was different. He was older, more mature, and he simply didn’t have the stomach that he used to. 
 
    When the lift arrived, they squeezed into it, barely fit with their carry-ons and two large pieces of luggage. Craig slid the rusted brass gate shut. He struck another button and the rickety lift went into motion, grinding and shuddering with age. 
 
    They ascended slowly. Craig closed his eyes, the taste of sick rising in his throat, as he envisioned the lift dropping, plummeting, plunging through the lobby, through the basement, through the hardened earth, where he and Amy would lie mangled, buried alive until each of them suffocated, she wordlessly glaring at him until they expired. 
 
    The lift reluctantly came to a halt on the third and top floor. Craig stifled a sigh of relief and motioned with his chin for Amy to exit. 
 
    He tried to read her body language as she opened the brass gate. It wasn’t difficult. For the past twelve months he’d walked on eggshells, in constant fear that his next misstep with Amy would be his last. He had worked like mad to diffuse every spark, to concede every argument. Had tried to please her at every turn. 
 
    And now this. 
 
    Craig stepped off the lift and breathed in the stale dead air of the third floor corridor. The smile finally melted from his face. No, this wasn’t what he’d expected. 
 
    The hallway stretched on forever, a drab endless passage that smelled of must. Craig took the lead, the worn floor groaning beneath his weight, as he stepped past the faceless doorways—bleak entrances unadorned with wreaths or welcome mats. He shivered from the figurative cold but welcomed the quiet. At least, it seemed, he wouldn’t have to contend with shouting couples and screaming babies, the usual distractions he dealt with every day at his building back in Battery Park. 
 
    Still, the corridor felt a bit too quiet for early evening, a fraction too deserted and static. Part of him ached to turn them around, to march them back to the lift. 
 
    But he knew that if they left, Amy would flee to Lisbon Airport. That she would strand him in Portugal, abandon him in Lisbon just as she had done in Hawaii. 
 
    And so they continued on to Apartment 306, the last flat on the left at the end of the hallway. 
 
    They had rented the flat sight unseen over the Internet. They’d viewed photos, of course. None of the exterior, but one of each of the four rooms that comprised the flat. Nothing special, but livable and priced well within their range. 
 
    He dipped into his pocket, fished out the large metal key and turned it in the lock. 
 
    As he did, the thumping returned in his ear. 
 
    Anxiety, he decided. He would pop another Xanax as soon as they were inside the flat. 
 
    The heavy metal door creaked as it yawned open. He mumbled, “A little oil ought to take care of that.” 
 
    But Amy’s eyes were already fixated on the interior. On the grim gray rug with rust-colored stains in the tiny living area. On the lime stucco walls with fist-sized holes like open sores. On the dust-covered antique furnishings and hideous wall hangings, an eerie almost gothic decor that somehow seemed at home in this ghastly flat. 
 
    “So this is what they meant by ‘fully furnished,’” she said, brushing past him and stepping inside. 
 
    Craig recalled the last line of the ad. 
 
    Everything you need is here. Just bring yourselves. 
 
    He smirked, followed her in and set down the suitcases, allowing the door to close on its own. 
 
    He’d tried for three other apartments. Two in Bairro Alto and one in Belém. But the only flat Amy knew of was this; the others had both turned them down because of his credit. His past due student loans and credit card debts—things Amy didn’t need any reminding of. 
 
    He tailed her across the living room to the kitchen and caught up with her just in time to see her retch. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, right before he noticed the large brown roach lying dead in the rusted metal drain of the sink. She darted past him out of the windowless kitchen, moving quickly in the direction of the lone bedroom. 
 
    He idled there, peering down at the squalid yellow linoleum which was peeling at the corners near the lower kitchen cabinets. He shook his head, wondering if this was, in fact, one fuck-up too many, whether Amy’s ticket to Lisbon would turn out to be her ticket out of his life. He scanned the foul kitchen counters, thinking back to his childhood home. 
 
    His mother had been meticulous, their townhouse a museum. He wasn’t allowed to wear his shoes inside the house, wasn’t permitted to eat anywhere but in the kitchen. He could only wash his hands in the porcelain bathroom sink, could only cook in the toaster and then years later in the microwave. There were never any dirty dishes. Beds were always made. All toys had to be accounted for, in tip-top shape, and always returned to their place. 
 
    One by one now he opened the warped wooden cabinets over the sink. Inside were opened boxes of cereals and baking mixes, dented cans of peas, carrots and tomato soup. All of it was covered with a thick oily muck. The sight of them made Craig’s stomach turn. He would have to fill some garbage bags and haul all of it away tomorrow. 
 
    “It’s disgusting,” he heard Amy call from the bedroom. 
 
    Craig twisted the rusted steel knob on the sink. Thick beige water flowed from the faucet, washing the cockroach down the drain. He shuddered. 
 
    Craig abhorred insects. Ever since that time in the basement. 
 
    He reached into his left pocket and retrieved the miniature bottle of Purell. He uncapped the bottle and squirted a dab into his hands. He heard Amy’s footfalls across the living room and tried to pocket the bottle before she appeared. But it was too late. 
 
    She watched him rub the sanitizer into his hands. 
 
    Her arms were folded across her chest. “Let’s call him,” she said. 
 
    “Him who?” 
 
    “The landlord.” 
 
    Craig averted his eyes; last thing in the world he wanted to get into now was this. “We don’t have his number.” 
 
    “What do you mean, we don’t have his number?” 
 
    He stepped past her into the living room, an uncomfortable feeling swelling in his chest. “Just what I said,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    Ironically enough, he had found the ad on Craigslist. He’d emailed his interest to the landlord and received the details the following day. He had shared the photos with Amy, and when it was agreed that this was the place, he’d downloaded and printed the lease, and sent a signed copy along with a certified check to this address. This was how business was conducted these days. He had never asked the landlord for a phone number. Had never provided one himself. In retrospect, maybe he should have, but he didn’t, and that was the way it was. 
 
    He knelt on one knee and unzipped his suitcase. “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    He pulled out his laptop. Set it atop a small table near the window. The table wobbled; it had a crack down the middle and a gimpy leg. He reached back into the suitcase, pulled out an old Rutgers sweatshirt and wiped the chair down before sitting. The pulse in his ear intensified. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Amy said, as the computer glowed to life. “Nothing.” 
 
    Craig knew she was bored with his complaining. With his depression and anxiety. His sleeplessness, his panic attacks in the middle of the night. His Prozac, his Xanax, his Purell. And so he didn’t share any of his idiosyncrasies with her anymore. Not since she had left him in Hawaii. 
 
    The wireless icon lit. This time Craig let fly his sigh of relief. 
 
    Somehow they had Internet service. With Amy peering over his shoulder, he typed in his password and logged onto his AOL email.  He always laughed about the “You’ve got mail” now when he heard it—so long past its heyday, like a ghost, really, of its former self. AOL was still there, but barely. And yet, the email still worked and he’d had it so long he never felt like changing it. 
 
    He pulled up his mails. There were twenty-six new messages, at least a dozen  of  them spam. 
 
    “No, I don’t need any Viagra,” he mumbled, as he deleted the first three. “And I don’t need a penis pump or any natural enhancements.” He scanned the rest. There was one message from his agent, another from his mother. He skipped them, then deleted a few more. “Ah, here we go.” 
 
    He pulled up a recent email from Amaro Dias Silva. “What should I say?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re the writer, aren’t you? Why don’t you start by telling him this place sucks?” 
 
    He ignored her, hit reply and began typing. 
 
      
 
    Dear Sr. Dias Silva: Sorry to say the flat is not as we expected; looks nothing like the pictures we received. We’d greatly appreciate a full refund of our first month’s rent and security deposit, so that we can immediately secure another flat. Kindly drop off funds no later than tomorrow afternoon, four o’clock, at which time we will vacate the premises and return your keys. Sincerely, Craig Devlin 
 
      
 
    He hit send. He turned to Amy and said, “We should have no problem finding another place now that we’re here.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    He clenched his fingers on both hands until his knuckles cracked. He worried her mind was already back in Manhattan. That she would take what little money she had and book a return flight to New York. 
 
    His right ear continued pulsing. “What do you say we go out and have a few drinks?” he suggested. “We’ll forget about this flat for a while and then find ourselves a hotel to spend the night.” 
 
    She sighed and looked up at the water-stained ceiling. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” he continued, “we’ll come back here, meet with the movers, look for a new place and rent a truck. Amaro will come by with our money, and we’ll be out of here for good before nightfall.” 
 
    Amy shook her head, but she wasn’t saying no. “I guess I could use a drink.” 
 
    A bit of dried blood had caked on her upper lip. Craig licked his thumb and rubbed it away. Then he slapped his laptop shut and stood. He helped Amy back into her sweater. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The evening was crisp, the air clean. There were no New York winters in Lisbon. No New York pollution. As they walked, Amy felt along the bridge of her nose to see if it was swelling. It didn’t seem to be. She took deep breaths and smelled the sea. It couldn’t be seen, not from this deep in the Alfama. But she felt better just knowing it was there, outside the confining structures of the quarter. 
 
    After ten or so minutes they came across a small cellar-like tavern with no name. They stopped and stared down the dark stairwell that led to its door. Finally Craig shrugged his shoulders, bowed his head, and together they ducked inside. 
 
    Amy was famished but the tavern clearly didn’t serve food. Not that she would have ordered any if they had. The tavern was a dank dark place, the kind you saw in crime movies. Only about a half dozen patrons sat drinking, but it still felt cramped. Each was swilling Sagres cerveza, eyeballing her and Craig suspiciously. 
 
    She almost told him she was hungry. That they should head back out and find someplace that served food. Then she remembered him cautioning her to eat on the plane. She felt foolish and decided to keep silent. 
 
    They moved slowly up to the bar, which was a makeshift thing, something you would expect to find deep in the belly of a frat house. Behind the bar stood a long-faced old man with little hair and few teeth. He took a long pull off his cigarette and ashed on the floor, regarding them through the smoke as though they had intruded. 
 
    “Fala inglês?” Craig leaned in on the plywood, which was cracked and stained badly with what Amy hoped was red wine. 
 
    The bartender sluggishly shook his head from side to side. Then he tossed a worn dishrag over his shoulder and shuffled away. 
 
    Craig seemed unfazed. “What would you like to drink, baby?” he asked her. 
 
    Amy gazed behind the bar at the dust-covered bottles and shrugged. “I guess a Grey Goose cosmo is out of the question?” 
 
    Craig placed an arm around her waist. “We’re in Portugal. How about two glasses of port?” He raised two fingers and called to the bartender, “Vinho du porto.” 
 
    Amy felt a sudden chill burrow into her skin and settle deep into her bones. She pulled away from Craig and hugged herself tightly, rubbing away the gooseflesh. Then she felt a hand settle on her arm. 
 
    She started. 
 
    “Ola,” said the small dark man who had sidled next to her. “I speak the English.” 
 
    He lifted his hand away and smiled. Glanced past her and slightly bowed his head in the direction of Craig. Then he turned and uttered something to the bartender in perfect Portuguese. 
 
    “This wine is on me,” he said to them. His accent was as thick as the smoke wafting over the bar. 
 
    Craig shook his head and pulled a thin wad of euros from his front pants pocket. “No, obrigado. Thank you, really, but we can’t...Por favor.” The small man held up a single hand in protest. Amy noticed that most of his right ring finger was missing. “Just these first ones,” he said, as the bartender set two cloudy wine glasses in front of them and poured. 
 
    Craig relented. He pocketed the euros and lifted his glass of Cockburn’s fine tawny. “Then thank you, Senhor...” 
 
    “Gilberto.” 
 
    “My name is Craig, and this is my fiancée, Amy.” 
 
    Amy forced a smile as she lifted her glass. She glanced down at Craig’s legs, his best pair of khakis pressed up against the bar. There were dark smudges on the left knee and on the upper thigh just below the pocket. Fine for tonight, but if they went straight to a hotel after this, they would have to wear these clothes again in the morning. They should have brought a change of clothes in one of their carry-on bags. 
 
    Unless, of course, Craig had no intention of going to a hotel. 
 
    The small man studied Amy as she sipped her port. “You are americanos, yes?” 
 
    She hesitated. Craig had been adamant about telling anyone who asked that they were both from Montreal. Particularly in the Alfama, which was historically Islamic. 
 
    But she was tired of lying. Tired of misleading her parents about Craig, of lying to friends about her future plans. Of making excuses to her superiors at the hospital whenever he had a whim to take a road trip to Philly or Atlantic City or New England. The lies over the past three years were spread out like little land mines, each capable of going off when she least expected. 
 
    “Yes,” she said brightly. “We just arrived from Manhattan.” 
 
    Craig shot her a look. She ignored the look and took one of the two bar stools that had just opened up. Craig took the other. 
 
    “Ah, the Beeeg Apple,” said the small man. “You are here in Lisboa on holiday, no?” 
 
    “Actually,” Craig said, “we just moved here. We’ll be here one year; I’m working on a novel.” 
 
    Amy took another small sip of her port and looked away. Craig had to realize she was considering leaving now, didn’t he? Especially after seeing the flat. Little did he know, she had been this close to not boarding the plane this morning at all. In fact, the entire airport experience had felt like a dream. It wasn’t until they lifted off that she fully realized she had decided to leave. 
 
    “Very good,” said the small man, leaning in closer. His breath smelled of beer and smoke and fish. “And you are staying here in the Alfama?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Craig struggled with the name of the street. 
 
    The small man, head tilted to one side, regarded them with a curious look. He glanced around the candle-lit tavern, and then spoke in a near-whisper. “The orange building?” 
 
    Neither of them answered. 
 
    Amy twisted her head when she heard the sniggering. It came from a gruff bald man hovering over Craig’s left shoulder. “Casa de...” something, she heard him mumble. 
 
    The small man looked away, peeling at the label on his beer. “Never you mind him,” he said, with a dismissive wave of his four-fingered hand. He fondled his bottle and  then gulped the last of his beer. 
 
    Amy wished they had shopped around before agreeing to rent the flat. She had wanted to, considered suggesting it, of course. But then Craig had been so sure. So damned certain. And he’d at least been to Lisbon before, even stayed in the Alfama. What did she know about living in Portugal? She had never even been to Europe. 
 
    Craig broke the uncomfortable silence. “He used the word morto,” he said of the bald man standing behind him. “Isn’t that the Portuguese word for ‘dead’?” 
 
    The small man chuckled, uncomfortably. “Sim,” he said. “Yes. Diago, he likes to frighten young americanos. It is his...” He paused, glowering at Diago, searching for the words. “It is his hobby, you might say.” 
 
    Diago took a swig and muttered something to the small man in Portuguese. Then Diago dropped his empty bottle onto the bar and lumbered off into the shadows. 
 
    So this was the culture Craig so badly desired—the Old World flavor needed to season his book. A city, he’d said, without Chili’s and Fridays. Where people left one another alone. So this was his idea of paradise. 
 
    “What did he say?” Craig asked Gilberto. 
 
    Amy finished her port and set the empty glass down on the bar. 
 
    Craig did the same and ordered another round. 
 
    “He told me to tell you...something,” Gilberto said, hesitantly. “Tell us what?” 
 
    The small man took a deep breath. “To tell you about the assassinato- suicidio. The recent murder-suicide.” 
 
    He said it so matter-of-factly that Craig laughed. “At our building?”  
 
    It was Amy’s turn to shoot the look. Craig had just told this complete stranger where they lived. This strange little man with fish-breath and nine fingers, who did indeed seem a little too pleased to learn they were from the Beeeg Apple. 
 
    Then again, they weren’t going to be living in that flat anyway. They wouldn’t even be spending the night. Once they finished their drinking, she would insist they hail a cab and find some decent hotel. Then in the morning, after a long hot shower and some breakfast, she would make her decision. Whether to stay in Lisbon or return home to New York. 
 
    The small man nodded. “Otavio and his wife Isadora,” he said softly. “They lived there one week before he went maluco.” 
 
    Craig seemed to know the word. “Mad?” 
 
    The diminutive man leaned in toward them. His next words were so hushed Amy could barely hear them. “When they found Isadora,” he said, “she was in sixty-seven pieces. And still that wasn’t all of her.” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “The rest of her, they found in Otavio’s stomach.” 
 
    Craig drained his entire glass of port, then ordered another. It was the first time in more than two years that she had seen Craig drink more than a single glass of anything. Of course, when she met him he had been the life of the party. As hard-drinking as he was hard- working. But months into their relationship, both of those Craigs were gone. Snuffed out completely on a cold rainy night in November. 
 
    Amy had to admit she missed the socializing. Missed going out to drink with friends. After that night, Craig wanted no part of it. Had no real interest in anything other than writing his books and getting the hell away from New York. He became reclusive, almost fearful of people. He wanted to be with Amy and Amy alone. 
 
    She had felt smothered, isolated. Especially in Honolulu, far away from her family and friends. There, the burden of being the center of Craig’s universe became too great. And she came to resent him for it. 
 
    Craig said to Gilberto: “That didn’t happen on the third floor, I hope?” 
 
    The small man shrugged his shoulders and grinned. “I don’t know. 
 
    Could have been, I think.” 
 
    He theeenks, Amy thought. And realized that with her empty stomach she was already a bit tipsy. It felt good. Warm. She genuinely missed that feeling. Missed that Craig. The Craig she had met and fallen in love with. She wished that Craig had stuck around. He would have had to cut out the hard drugs, sure; she never would have put up with that. But going out every now and then and getting sloshed? That might have been just what the doctor ordered. 
 
    But no. Craig had gone from extrovert to introvert in no time at all. From a fearless trial attorney to an obsessive-compulsive writer. The day following that goddamn November night, he’d started winding down his law practice and insisting they move from Manhattan. He took what money he had, bought her a two-carat diamond engagement ring, and together—against her mother’s wishes—flitted off for Hawaii for what was meant to be a permanent vacation. 
 
    Of course, the island of Oahu was gorgeous, the condo in Waikiki everything she’d dreamed it would be. But without the income from Craig’s once-thriving practice, Amy quickly became the sole supporter. She had agreed to take on the role because she could never seem to say no. But it lasted much longer than either of them expected. 
 
    Craig was a talented writer. A brilliant wordsmith, to be sure. But even so, publication didn’t come easy. Three months after first putting pen to paper, he had finished his first novel. And less than two months after that, he’d signed with a respectable literary agent. But then the rejections from the publishers started rolling in. And as the saying goes, when it rains, it pours. 
 
    The bills started piling up. Their used Jeep began falling apart. Even with a second job, Amy, a dietitian, could no longer sustain them. Craig looked for work but was always overqualified, and he simply refused to tend bar for eight-fifty an hour while simultaneously reducing his time to write. So they fell deeper and deeper into debt, Craig spurning the idea of returning to New York to practice law, where he held a license, and Amy flatly rejecting his suggestion she file for bankruptcy. The couple had reached an impasse. 
 
    The solution arrived by way of her mother. She would help pay off Amy’s debts if her daughter packed her bags and returned to New York. Right now. Without Craig. 
 
    And that’s just what Amy did. Her mother arrived in Honolulu and collected her. Together they flew back to the mainland. She left Craig with a month’s rent, some food, and a single-page note on Winnie the Pooh stationary. 
 
    But like a lost little puppy left for dead in the woods, somehow he found his way home. 
 
    Now he was on his fifth glass of port, she on her fourth. It was almost like old times. Craig swayed as he spoke to the small man. Slurred a good many of his words. 
 
    They were talking about his memoir. “It’s called Libations & Infatuations,” Craig said, lifting his glass. 
 
    It wasn’t even released yet and already Amy hated it. Of course, she was ashamed of herself for that. But all that life he’d lived without her, all out in the open for anyone to read. His drinking, his drugging, his fucking, lining the bookstore shelves as though he were some washed up rock star on reality tv. And what if his memoir became a huge success? What if they made the book into a movie? 
 
    Craig tossed some euros on the bar and asked Amy if she were ready to leave. She was. 
 
    They said their goodbyes and Amy turned toward the door. As she did, she felt a hand pinch the left cheek of her ass. 
 
    It wasn’t Craig; he was in front of her. 
 
    Amy spun on her heels and grabbed Gilberto’s hand by the wrist. He stared back at her with jet black eyes, his look lecherous yet calm. 
 
    The tavern fell silent. 
 
    She yanked his arm up and leaned into his face. “If you’re not careful,” she hissed, “you’re going to leave here with eight fingers instead of nine.” 
 
    She was drunk, she realized, as Craig took her in his arms and hurried her away. Not just drunk but shitfaced. And that was okay. She needed it. Deserved it. And to hell with Craig’s sobriety. Maybe this was just the cure for his three-year funk. Maybe this was the cure for everything. Maybe this would make their tiny decrepit flat look like a goddmamn penthouse suite at the Taj Mahal. 
 
    Not that they were going back there, of course. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    A thick fog hung low over the street, disguising the archaic edifices surrounding them. This wasn’t the Portugal Craig remembered. He had been to the country before, that much was true. But he hadn’t stayed in Lisbon as he’d let on. He had stayed not far off in Estoril, a lovely resort town on the coast. In a luxurious hotel along the beach. In a magnificent three-room suite with a king-sized bed and a stunning view of the azure sea. And he had never once set foot in the city itself, let alone in the Alfama. 
 
    Okay, so he’d lied. What good would it do to confess now? Would it help them find a taxi any faster? Would it get them safely to a hotel? 
 
    “Do you know where we are?” Amy asked. 
 
     “I’m a little turned around by the fog.” 
 
    He had spent most of those two weeks in the hotel, holed up with a young woman from Poland, a law student from the University of Warsaw, who had applied to his law firm for an internship. They had corresponded for months following her application. When she was ultimately denied her visa to the States, Craig offered as a consolation to treat her to two weeks anywhere in Western Europe. Choose someplace warm, he’d said. And Anastasia chose Estoril. 
 
    For fourteen days they got drunk and smoked hash, spending an hour a day sunning on the beach and the rest in their room making love. Amy would have known all about it had she read chapter nine of Libations. But no, she hadn’t bothered to read a single word. And insisted she never would. 
 
    Craig heard soft voices a short way off. He hurried his steps, pulling Amy along. These voices were the first sign of life they had come across since leaving the tavern. And just in time: Amy was beginning to grow a tad irritated. 
 
    She had seemed fine when they first stepped outside. In fact, it was easily her best mood in months. But booze takes a bad turn once the supply is cut off. No one knew that better than him. 
 
    Through the fog he saw them and instinctively dropped Amy’s hand. Two girls no more than twenty, dancing circles in the middle of a cobblestone road. They were dressed provocatively in sheer brightly colored clothes, waving scarves and laughing, buoyant and quite possibly drunk. 
 
    Craig left Amy on the sidewalk and approached them eagerly through the mist. 
 
    “Ola,” he said. He was instantly mesmerized by their movements, his eyes tracing the contours of their breasts and exposed bellies. Inebriated and somewhat dazed by the fog, he tried to focus. “Fala ingles?” he said. “I’m looking for a taxi.” 
 
    They giggled in unison, an enticing little titter that drew him closer. Absently, he glanced over his shoulder. Amy was completely hidden by the fog. 
 
    He leaned in toward the girls, listening for a response. 
 
    The darker of the two said something softly, as she ran her fingers up the inside of his arm. 
 
    Craig shivered and looked into her face. Her sharp black eyes were hypnotizing. Her breath smelled faintly of wine. He remained silent and entirely still. As inanimate as a wax statue. 
 
    “Encantado,” she whispered. Her lips were a half-inch from his ear, such that he could feel the warmth of her breath. 
 
    The hair on his forearms rose to attention. He took slow deep breaths, inhaling the sweet scent of jasmine from her scarf, the alluring aroma of her shampoo. 
 
    She ran the fabric lightly across his lips and around his neck. Down the small of his back. She teased him with it, tracing his inseam, wrapping the scarf around his legs and arms as though she were tying him up. 
 
    Then the other’s hands were on his chest. Pawing along the muscle. 
 
    Teasing a nipple. Again he searched the mist behind him. 
 
    The fog formed a curtain. Amy had to be lost somewhere behind the mist, feeling her way like the blind. 
 
    And then one of their hands was fondling his crotch, slowly stroking him through his pants. A scarf slithered across his eyes; a warm tongue caressed the length of his lips. Whispers in the ear, followed by sensuous licks. A gentle hand cupped the curve of his buttocks, ascended the length of his spine. Fingers flitted along his waist, across his taut stomach, beginning their descent into his khaki pants. 
 
    Amy’s voice cut through the thickening mist. “Craig?” 
 
    Not now, he thought. 
 
    The hand tugging at his crotch quickened and he almost came. He stifled a guttural moan. 
 
    Her voice again. “Craig?” 
 
    Suddenly the scarf slipped from around his neck. All lips departed his face. 
 
    One hand shot out of his waistband. Another released his crotch. “Boa-noite,” said the darker girl. 
 
    “Ate logo,” said the other. 
 
    Then both girls vanished into the fog. “Craig?!” 
 
    “I’m here,” he said finally. Breathlessly. Rubbing at his face and straightening his pants. Trying to keep the exasperation from his voice.  
 
    “I couldn’t find you,” she said. Her heels emanated a foul sound— clop clop, clop clop—on the cobblestones as she approached. “You left 
 
    me there alone in the fog. I couldn’t see a thing!” 
 
    She sounded nervous and frightened. And suddenly Craig felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    It’s the drink, he thought. I’ve had too much to drink and now I’m acting like my old self. Like a fucking asshole. 
 
    He straightened up and took her in his arms. 
 
    At twenty-four he had traded in an Italian for a Russian. At twenty- five he left the Russian for a Dutch au pair. At twenty-seven he stranded an American girlfriend in Paris when he met a young waitress at a pizza parlor in the Bastille. But he was older now. And sober. He wasn’t that cad any longer. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was trying to get directions but they wandered away.” 
 
    She hugged him tightly. He couldn’t remember when she last gripped him in such an embrace. Not in months, he was sure. She had never been affectionate, but recently it had been a lot worse. Ever since she moved back in with him after Hawaii. No unasked-for kisses, no hugs. Nothing without his initiating it. 
 
    Sometimes he felt as though she were repulsed by him. Yet here she was in Portugal with him. He couldn’t explain it; he could only surmise. Those initial feelings, he figured, were simply indelible. They couldn’t be erased. Or painted over, like that bright red wall they had painted in their first apartment. No matter how many coats of ivory they later covered it with, the goddamn wall remained red. And of course, they had lost their security deposit. 
 
    As for Craig, he knew that girl—that dancing, twirling angel with the brilliant smile and the goofy laugh—was still in there somewhere. And he was convinced that a year in Europe, in a lax city by the sea, would bring her out. 
 
    They trekked on, cautiously navigating the cobblestones, peering through the fog for some lights. And finally, they found some—two burning orbs watching them through the fog. 
 
    The driver was a lanky native in disheveled clothes. He leaned against the cab like an open coffin, staring into nothingness, puffing a cigarette. And ignoring Craig and Amy completely as they approached. 
 
    “Onde é o hotel mais proximo?” Craig said slowly. 
 
    “Not far,” said the driver in slaughtered English. His voice was low and throaty. Scratched like an old vinyl record. 
 
    “Can you take us?” 
 
    The driver nodded. He motioned to the rear door without opening it. 
 
    Craig and Amy exchanged quick glances, opened the door and silently climbed in. 
 
    The taxi navigated a few side roads, each one narrower than the last. The ancient buildings seemed to be closing in on them the closer they came to leaving the Alfama. 
 
    Then finally the cab broke free, crawling up a steep hill as they exited the quarter. 
 
    Craig reached behind him for his wallet. “Shit,” he muttered. Amy turned to face him but didn’t speak. 
 
    “We have to go back to the flat,” he said. 
 
    And before Amy could mouth her objection, he leaned forward and told the driver there was a change in plans. Craig gave him their address in the Alfama. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she said, her words laced with urgency. 
 
    “I don’t have my wallet,” he said, pulling a handful of euros from his pocket. “I’ve got enough to pay the driver but I don’t have anything for the hotel.” 
 
    “Where’s your wallet?” There was an unmistakable tone of accusation in her voice. 
 
    Craig shrugged. “I assume it’s back at the flat.” He stopped counting his euros and glared at her. “And I see you didn’t bring your purse.” 
 
    “Why should I?” she said. “I supported you for three years. You assured me everything in Lisbon was your treat.” 
 
    “But my wallet’s missing,” he said. More fiercely than he’d intended. Amy held out her arms as far as she could in the cramped cab. She wore an exaggerated look of bewilderment on her face. “Well, where did it go? You had it at the tavern.” 
 
    Craig thought back. He did have his wallet at the tavern. He had been paying with cash from his pocket but he had felt the billfold in his pants when he sat. It was the new wallet Amy bought him for his birthday. The hard leather case from Banana Republic that was literally a pain in his ass. He had spent most of the evening leaning on his left cheek to avoid the discomfort. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “The gypsies,” he finally said. “Gypsies? What gypsies?” 
 
    In the front of the cab the driver laughed. The driver’s laugh was a cruel-sounding chortle that emerged from his throat, that sounded as though it were belched up in a cloud of thick black lingering smoke. 
 
    Craig ignored him. “The two girls I asked for directions. I think they were gypsies. They must have pick-pocketed me.” 
 
    The driver snickered again. “Did they grab your cock?” With his thick brash accent it sounded more like, “Deed dey grub yer cuck?” 
 
    “No,” Craig said curtly, keeping his eyes on Amy. 
 
    The driver smirked. “I bet they grabbed your cock,” he said. “That’s what they do, these gypsy girls.” 
 
    Craig was flooded with a sudden rage, a powerful urge to rip his belt from his pants and strangle the son of a bitch behind the wheel. He breathed in and out slowly while he contemplated the back of the driver’s neck. 
 
    It’s just the drink, he thought. It’s gotten me into trouble before. 
 
    His temper had cost him plenty. Clients, relationships, an expulsion during his junior year in college. But his temper had been on a tight leash the last thirty or so months. 
 
    Because I’ve been sober, he thought. And it only comes out when I drink. 
 
    (That’s not completely true.) 
 
    “What gypsies?” cried Amy. “You said you couldn’t ask for directions because whoever you heard out there wandered away.” 
 
    “They must have grabbed his cock,” said the driver.  
 
    “They were only there for a second...” Craig started. 
 
    “You know what I think?” she cried. “I think you left your credit cards at the flat on purpose. You had no intention of going to a hotel. We didn’t even bring a change of clothes. You left your credit cards back at that filthy flat and then you finally ditched that wallet I gave you.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. I don’t want to go back to that damn flat any more than you do.” 
 
    But that was exactly where they were headed, the fog lifting like magic before the taxi’s headlights, as though the Alfama had been waiting for them. 
 
    Soon they rumbled once again along the broken streets, staring silently at the peeling facades of ancient buildings, peering down narrow alleys, where crumbling walls and cobblestone walks were swallowed by blackness. 
 
    Casting its shadow over it all was the castle highlighted in Craig’s travel guide. Castelo de Sao Jorge watched over the quarter like a sentinel, minding its labyrinth of falling structures and narrow streets from its ra mparts. 
 
    And then their ramshackle orange building showed its face. Welcoming them like the gates of an asylum. If possible, the structure looked even uglier at night. With its front door opened wide, its windows all blacked, the building too appeared as though it had been waiting. 
 
    As the taxi rolled to a stop, Craig fixed on the building and thought. He knew Amy couldn’t spend the night. Not here. So he twisted his neck, ready to say, “Fuck it. Let’s find a nice hotel and hang out in the lobby all night.” 
 
    But Amy was already out the door and hustling up the walk. 
 
    Muttering under her breath. 
 
    Something about going home in the morning. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Amy headed straight for the bedroom, her buzz replaced by a dull headache and an upset stomach. She flipped on a lamp. In the bleak light, she studied the double bed, trying to determine whether she could sleep on it. She pulled down the blanket, exposing the sheets. Cream-colored, though they might once have been white. No glaring stains, no pungent odors. The bed would have to do for tonight. 
 
    She pulled her luggage through the doorway and set it on top of the antique wood dresser. She unzipped the suitcase (slowly, so that the fabric wouldn’t catch), and ruffled through her items for bedclothes. She caught her reflection in the cloudy mirror above the dresser mimicking her every move. She paused for a moment and stared at herself, her pale green eyes appearing darker than ever before. 
 
    Truth was, she hated who she saw. She hadn’t called her mother, who was probably worried sick. It was too late to call now even with the time difference. She was angry at herself for not calling from the airport. For letting Craig hurry her out as though the atrium were on fire. He truly hated her mother. Still blamed her for Amy’s abandoning him in Hawaii. 
 
    And Amy had let him believe that that was the case. That her leaving him in Honolulu was all her mother’s fault. That her mother had left her no choice. 
 
    She loved Craig, she really did. He made her feel comfortable and they had shared some wonderful times together. He was a good guy deep down, and she knew he loved her very much. He was incredibly intelligent, a genius really, so attractive and so creative. But they were just so different now. 
 
    She wasn’t a free spirit, a dreamer. Someone who could live without a steady job or the promise of a pension. She needed health insurance and a 401K. She needed some sort of security. She didn’t want to end up like her mother. 
 
    Her poor mother. Amy turned away from the mirror and removed her shirt and bra. She thought, Just because his mother’s a cunt doesn’t mean mine is, too. 
 
    But then, Amy had aided in widening the rift between Craig and her parents, and she had to accept some of the blame. She had facilitated one of their very first fights by crying to her mother that he had struck her. 
 
    The fact was she didn’t remember what happened that night. She had woken with bruises and knew she had been upset. When her mother returned her drunken call that morning and repeated what Amy had said in her message, Amy stuck to the story she apparently told the previous night. Yeah, Mom, he hit me. 
 
    But Craig’s version made more sense. She remembered being livid with him for checking her email. Not for checking it really, but for finding a message she didn’t want him to find. She had attacked him, he said. He merely pushed her off. And drunk, she had lost her balance and fell hard to the floor. 
 
    Amy changed into a tee shirt and pajama bottoms and stepped into the bathroom in bare feet. It was a tight fit. The bathroom was a dreary blue and smelled of the mold creeping along the tiled walls of the miniscule shower. The room possessed a mirrored medicine cabinet, its door askew, clinging to its hinges for dear life; a toilet that would make public toilets ill; and (welcome to Europe) a bidet. 
 
    Amy peed, brushed her teeth and got out of there as quickly as possible. 
 
    Craig was puttering around the bedroom. 
 
    “It works,” he said, pointing to the plastic yellow phone on the night table. “I’ll give you some privacy if you want to call your mom.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” she mumbled, taking one last look at the bed. “I’ll wait until morning.” 
 
    “Afternoon,” he reminded her, removing his shirt. “Don’t forget the time difference.” 
 
    He waited for her to crawl into bed, then he killed the lamp and climbed in beside her. 
 
    They settled in, Amy on her side, Craig on his. Once they were comfortable, they craned their necks and leaned toward one another, each searching the darkness for the other’s lips. They exchanged their obligatory closed-mouthed kiss. 
 
    She felt sorry for him. For what she was about to do to him. Again. 
 
    Five minutes passed in utter silence. It rarely took Amy more than seven to fall asleep. But before she was able to drift off tonight, they heard it. Muffled music fighting its way through the wall just behind their headboard. 
 
    Craig sighed. “Of all the goddamn luck.” 
 
    Amy sat up. The room was windowless and pitch dark. “Maybe it’ll stop,” she said. 
 
    Ordinarily she could sleep through an earthquake. The headache and upset stomach would never allow that tonight. 
 
    She felt Craig push himself up onto his knees, knew he had placed his right ear against the wall. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she said. 
 
    “Quiet.” He listened for several seconds in the blackness. “I don’t hear any people,” he said. “Just the music. Probably some guy who just stumbled home from the pub.” 
 
    Amy smirked. She slid back down in the bed. “Forget it,” she said. “Just lie down and try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Craig didn’t move. “I can’t sleep like this,” he said finally. “Listen. It’s getting louder.” 
 
    It was getting louder. Amy could now make it out. It was the fado she had read about in Craig’s travel guide. Mournful Portuguese music about lost loves and unrealized dreams. Lovely, but not at three in the morning when you were trying to sleep. 
 
    All of a sudden, Craig began knocking against the wall. 
 
    Amy gasped. It took her a few seconds to catch her breath. It felt as though the sounds were coming from inside her woozy head. She said, “That’s not going to help.” 
 
    But no sooner than she said it, the music stopped. The sound didn’t fade out as though the record had ended, it cut off abruptly. 
 
    At least she wouldn’t need to stuff cotton in her ears. 
 
    She turned on her side. Craig fell in beside her. He rested his hand on her hip and pulled himself close behind her. It was comforting. She couldn’t imagine never again sharing a bed with this man. 
 
    She put it out of her mind and let her thoughts drift through the day. The airport in Newark, the seven-hour flight to Lisbon, the cab ride to the Alfama. The near-accident and her bloodied nose. Their first impression of the flat. 
 
    She lingered on the email to Amaro and wondered whether he would really show up at four tomorrow as Craig requested. Should she wait at least until then to decide whether to stay? 
 
    I already made my decision, she thought. I’m leaving. 
 
    But before leaving, shouldn’t she at least see that Craig gets settled in another flat? Another night in Lisbon wouldn’t be all that bad. They could go out for dinner and drinks. 
 
    Her mind wandered back into the cellar-like tavern with no name. To Diago, the bald-headed brute whose hobby it was to scare young americanos with stories. And, of course, to Gilberto, the small dark nine-fingered man with fish breath. 
 
    Finally she started to drift. 
 
    The sudden pounding on the wall reverberated in her chest. At first she thought it was Craig. The noise sounded so close. But then she realized he was as startled as she was, jumping from the bed as though there were gunfire. 
 
    “What the fuck,” he shouted. 
 
    Amy steadied herself with a few deep breaths. Her stomach was sick and she feared she might vomit. Her head throbbed in time with the pounding on the wall. 
 
    With some urgency she left the bed, feeling her way in the dark. As she crossed the room her toes struck the post at the foot of the bed and she cried out. A sharp pain shot up her left leg. 
 
    She moved delicately toward the wood dresser, fumbled around and finally found the lamp. She felt for the switch and flipped it on. 
 
    The pounding on the wall continued without pause. The hits were spaced not a millisecond apart. 
 
    “The walls must be as thin as paper,” she said. 
 
    She was surprised by the calm in her voice, because her heart was thumping against the wall of her chest, her stomach threatening to spill its contents. Her toes felt as though they had been smacked with a hammer. 
 
    Craig hurled himself toward the wall, slamming his fists and shouting obscenities. A deep red rose up his neck and into his cheeks. His bright blue eyes were wide with hell. 
 
    With both hands raging, his pounding was still not nearly as loud or as fast as the pounding on the other side of the wall. 
 
    When he finally stopped and turned toward Amy, his voice was hoarse and the knuckles on each fist were raw. “I’m going next door,” he said, reaching for his shirt. 
 
    The pounding on the wall continued. Faster. Harder. More intense. As though there were a dozen sets of hands assaulting the wall from the other side. 
 
    “You can’t,” she said. “You don’t know who lives there. What if they have a gun?” 
 
    Craig shook his head as he sat on the bed, putting his legs through his pants. “This isn’t the States,” he said. “People don’t shoot each other here over noise disputes.” He stood and advanced toward the door. 
 
    Amy followed him into the living room. She hurried her steps despite her painful toes. “Please. Don’t go over there. You said yourself, we’ll be out of here tomorrow.” 
 
    He unlocked the lock then paused, his fingers curled around the knob of the door. He said, “We have to be able to sleep tonight, baby. Tomorrow’s a long day. We have the movers coming in the morning, Amaro in the afternoon. And we have to look for a new place.” 
 
    Amy nodded then ran her fingers along the base of Craig’s neck. “I know,” she said. “We’ll get all that done. Just have a little patience. Whoever that is, they’ll tire out eventually.” 
 
    She watched his eyes pinball between her and the bedroom, between the bedroom and the front door. Her mind raced, trying to find something else to say to keep him from going next door. 
 
    “You promise?” he said finally. “Tomorrow we’ll look for a new place?” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    His fingers fell limply from the door. “All right.” As soon as he said it, the pounding suddenly stopped. 
 
    She looked toward the bedroom. An uneasy sensation invaded the silence. She listened intently. No music. No pounding. Not a sound save for their breaths. 
 
    “All right,” Then she let him lead her back into the bedroom. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Craig still couldn’t sleep. He was wired on anger and alcohol, anxious about what the following day would bring. The movers at ten, Amaro at four. And somehow they would have to manage breakfast and lunch in between. 
 
    Of course, they would also need to find a new flat. Maybe something in the Estrela. They would need to rent a truck and move their boxes over. And all the while he’d be worrying over whether Amy intended to leave. 
 
    He rested his hand on her left hip and immediately felt himself stir in his boxers. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d had sex but it had to be going on three weeks. Amy just wasn’t as receptive to the idea anymore. Not since he had returned from Hawaii. But like everything else, Craig figured that in time that would change. 
 
    For now, he averted his thoughts. Focused instead on the incessant ticking of the second hand clock resting on the night table on Amy’s side of the bed. He wondered what time it was, whether he’d fall asleep at all before sunrise. It was possible. But probably not going to happen. 
 
    Amy rolled over onto her stomach. 
 
    They were god awful bedmates, Craig and Amy. They kept different hours. He stayed awake all hours of the night, she was ritually in bed by ten. He slept beneath the covers, she on top, so that he was often pinned in the same position all night. She thrashed around like a drowning mackerel. He, a light sleeper, was caused by the thrashing to wake at least a dozen times during the night. When he did sleep, he was cool and comfortable. She sweat like Kobe Bryant in the fourth quarter of an NBA playoffs game. 
 
    Craig closed his eyes. For all her faults she was still the most perfect thing that had ever happened to him. He was under no illusion. If not for Amy, he’d be back in New York, probably in the same place as Danny. What if she does leave me? he thought. A new surge of anxiety hit him like a brick to the head. I’ll be all alone. Alone the way I was when she left me on the island. A knot formed in his stomach. His neck began to ache. No. I won’t let that happen this time. 
 
    (What the fuck can you do to stop it?) 
 
    He opened his eyes. He was sweating and his mouth felt full of cotton. He regretted everything that had happened earlier in the night. The drinking, the gypsies, the argument with Amy on the cab ride back to the flat. Even his furious assault on the bedroom wall. 
 
    Amy muttered something incoherent in her sleep. 
 
    Early in their relationship, when she first started sleeping over at his Battery Park apartment, he had asked her questions in her sleep. He started off slowly—lucky number, favorite color, the name of her first pet—then gradually progressed into more personal queries. He learned a lot about her during those unconscious conversations, and often put the information to use during their dates. Sometimes to delight her, sometimes to surprise her. And, okay, sometimes just to spook her out a bit. 
 
    The pulsing—thump thump, thump thump—suddenly returned to Craig’s right ear and he finally gave up on sleep. 
 
    He moved gingerly from the bed so as not to disturb Amy. Not that she would wake to anything less than an explosion. Then he glided cautiously across the room in the dark. 
 
    He closed the bedroom door behind him and flipped a switch. The drab living area was illuminated by a dying forty-watt bulb screwed into the ceiling socket overhead. 
 
    He opened his laptop on the table. As he waited for it to boot, he crossed to the front door. He peeked through the peephole at the grim maroon wallpaper that lined the hall. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    Craig’s heart jumped. He spun from the door to face the living room. 
 
    “You’ve got mail!” 
 
    The throbbing in his ear quickened with his pulse. 
 
    Shit, he thought. He must have inadvertently turned the speakers on. But when? They weren’t on when he checked his email earlier. 
 
    Whatever. He wiped off the chair and sat. 
 
    A click later he was examining his inbox, searching for a reply from Amaro Dias Silva. Nothing yet. Just a few new items of spam and a message from an old law school chum, which he deleted without reading. 
 
    He pulled up a search engine. He typed the terms pulse, ear and throbbing, and clicked go. The search took point-five seconds and returned approximately twenty-one thousand, four hundred entries. 
 
    Craig perused the first ten. 
 
    It took him all of twenty-six minutes. Self-diagnosis: pulsatile tinnitus. Possible causes included arteriovenous malformations, vascular tumor, aneurism. 
 
    Sweat beaded on his forehead. His eyelids drooped and his head felt light. 
 
    A few anxious clicks later and he knew all about Betty from Durango, Colorado. And Allison from somewhere in the U.K. They had both suffered the incessant beating, the horrid pulse in the ear. They had both been through a slew of physicians. Both had been repeatedly misdiagnosed. Turned out Betty had a tick in her ear. Allison’s posts ceased rather abruptly. After June of last year she had never been heard from again. 
 
    He considered waking Amy. Then he thought better of it. She would only offer an exaggerated sigh and call him a hypochondriac. It wouldn’t matter that the information was staring them right in the face. She’d be dismissive, aloof. She would tell him to calm down and see a doctor if he was so concerned. She’d say there was nothing they could do tonight, so lie down and close your eyes and go to sleep. As though it were the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    He slapped the laptop shut. 
 
    “Goodbye!” 
 
    The pulse in his ear oscillated madly. 
 
    He stuck his pinky finger into the ear cavity and felt around. 
 
    Is that a lump? 
 
    He pulled it out and placed a forefinger on his jugular. He tried to time his pulse. It was fast. Well over a hundred beats per minute. 
 
    Of course it’s going to be fast, you dolt. You’re scared to hell you might have a tumor. 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    He swallowed hard and clicked his fingers. 
 
    Like that, he thought. 
 
    He imagined himself slumped over the table. Pictured Amy discovering him four hours later, his skin death cold. His body as stiff as cedar. 
 
    Just like that. 
 
      
 
    Xavier wakes on the floor in the living room, where he finally drifted off some six hours ago. He rubs at his eyes, still sore from last night’s cry. A gray light seeps through the flat’s lone window, signifying dawn. His mother still hasn’t come home. She stayed out again all last night. 
 
    It’s Saturday, the first of November, 1755. Xavier recently turned eleven years old, his birthday marked only by an extra piece of fish and an unexpected plate of rice. Not that it matters; birthdays are silly, childish events, and Xavier already considers himself a man. 
 
    Her little man. Her paqueno masculino. That’s what she calls him on the good days. On the bad days, she calls him things he isn’t even permitted to think, let alone say. But on the good days, Xavier is his mother’s little man, “the man of the house” one might say. 
 
    Xavier’s father disappeared one day, so long ago now that Xavier has trouble recalling his face. That was when Xavier’s mother began the drinking. Began spending her nights at the tavern by the pier, talking to rough men, sometimes even going home with them. 
 
    Xavier knows she must have gone home with one last night. His mother doesn’t like being alone. Doesn’t like sleeping alone. But then, neither does Xavier. And that is exactly what he does on nights when his mother doesn’t come home. He curls up on the floor in the middle of the living room, where he can watch the door, and stays awake until he can no longer keep his eyes open. He’s afraid to sleep in the bed. 
 
    Now he picks himself off the floor and lifts the shade, letting in light. Xavier is glad it is no longer night. He sees things at night, shadows dancing on the walls. Hears noises coming from the flat next door, even when their neighbor is not home. 
 
    He looks down at the narrow cobblestone path three floors below and sees a dog. The dog looks lonely, hungry— tired like him. The dog is sniffing the garbage. Xavier hopes the dog finds something to eat. 
 
    He heads into the kitchen, knowing there will be nothing there. His mother stopped cooking once his father left. Stopped buying food at the markets. Once in a while she stops at the bakery and buys Xavier a fresh loaf of bread. 
 
    But if Xavier is bad, if he acts out, she takes the bread away and sends him to bed hungry. 
 
    In the kitchen, Xavier opens the cabinets. They all are bare, just as he thought. Maybe his mother will be home soon. 
 
    He heads to the closet and opens the door, removes a few sheets of paper. Xavier likes very much to draw. He finds his thick lead pencils, and places everything on the living room floor. Then he gets to work on getting his mind off of his stomach. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Craig sat up past sunrise working on the novel. By night’s end he had written nearly five thousand words, and he felt invigorated, refreshed, even without a moment’s sleep. He could have easily gone on, could have banged out another two thousand words at least, but at half past eight he heard Amy rustling around in the bedroom. He stopped typing, stretched his neck, and cracked his knuckles. It would be a long day, and there was plenty to do. 
 
    He scrolled through the twenty-one pages of text. He couldn’t read any of it, of course; Craig typed his first drafts in a Greek font so that he was less apt to censor himself. Being completely unable to revise as he trudged along also helped stamp out the voice of perfectionism—that pesky son of a bitch that drove many good writers insane. Not until an eighty thousand-word draft was complete did he finally change the font into Times New Roman. Then, and only then, did the arduous process of rewriting begin. 
 
    When he heard the shower turn on he stood from the table and arched his sore back. 
 
    A gray light leaked through the flat’s only window and spilt onto the faded shag carpet. Craig stepped away from the laptop and into the light. 
 
    He couldn’t see the sun from their window. They were situated in the shadow of a taller building that somewhat resembled theirs, a structure built so close that if Craig opened the window and spat the saliva would come pretty damn close to reaching it. 
 
    Craig stuck his fingers into the jambs and pushed up, but the window wouldn’t budge. He tried again with more force, but the window wouldn’t open, and now his fingers hurt. He cursed the damn thing under his breath and turned away. Then he turned back and stared at the brass do-hickeys just above the window. He laughed at himself when he realized that they were locked. 
 
    He was about to unlock the window when he heard the shower turn off. He glanced at the clock on his laptop computer. So much to do. He considered the irony, the fact that he had left New York to escape the distractions, to flee the unavoidable busy life that came with living in Manhattan. All he wanted now was peace and quiet, time to write. A costly, time-consuming move from the Alfama was never in his plans, never even thought of as a possibility, let alone a stark reality. 
 
    He turned back to the window. Their flat was located in the rear of the building and overlooked a narrow alleyway, where a small dog skulked along the cobblestones. Not small, really, but scrawny. Even from three stories up, Craig could see its ribs. The dog sniffed at some rubbish and pawed behind some bent metal trash cans, clearly looking for food. 
 
    Craig felt a rush of empathy, an overwhelming urge to rush downstairs and feed the dog. If only he had something it could eat. 
 
    He thought about Duke. 
 
    Duke was the name he had given to the kitten he adopted when he was ten. A tiny black and white ball of fur he had found at an outdoor flea market in North Jersey. The kitten was seven weeks old, given to Craig for free by a kind old woman who cared for stray cats. Craig fell in love with the animal right away, what with his bright green eyes, tiny pink paws, the rapid beating of the kitten’s heart against Craig’s chest. 
 
    Craig leaned his forehead against the window so not to lose sight of the dog. The glass felt cool against his skin, like a wet towel relieving a fever. 
 
    The dog lifted its hind leg to pee. 
 
    As a child, Craig had begged his mother every Christmas for a puppy. He didn’t care what size, large or small. It didn’t matter what kind, beagle or greyhound or golden retriever. Purebred or mutt. It didn’t have to be store-bought; it could have come from the pound. In fact, Craig would have preferred it that way. He’d wanted to save a life if he could. As a matter of fact, it didn’t even have to be a pup; it could have been full grown. So long as it was a dog. So long as Craig could call it his own. 
 
    But every year his mother’s answer was the same. 
 
    (“They shit everywhere.”) 
 
    Santa can’t bring one this year. Maybe next Christmas, she’d say. Throughout the year he would lobby, research, plant pictures of dogs all around the house. Once he even bought a water dish and a leash, left them in his room in a conspicuous spot where she was sure to see them. 
 
    She saw them. But Christmas came and there was another excuse. 
 
    (“They’re filthy fucking things. I won’t have a goddamn animal in my house.”) 
 
    She said they were broke. Or that they would be moving soon. 
 
    Maybe next Christmas. If not then, the following one. 
 
    By the time of that flea market, Craig had come to accept that he would never have a pet of his own. He’d resigned himself to a lot by then. By then not having a dog was the least of his worries. 
 
    But then like magic, there was Duke. Perfectly free and tiny enough to move. With big bright kitten eyes and white kitten whiskers. Playful and friendly and completely litter-trained. 
 
    For three full summer days they played. With yellow yarn, with tin foil, with a fresh pair of Craig’s balled-up white and blue tube socks. He’d stroke Duke’s soft white belly. The kitten affectionately licked Craig’s hands and face. Even Craig’s mother got in on the scene, snapping a photo with her old Polaroid now and then. Tossing a sock as Craig tried to teach little Duke to fetch. 
 
    Three full days of play. Three nights of tiny Duke lying beside him on his twin bed, purring Craig to sleep. The kitten even accompanied Craig in his dreams. 
 
    Then came that awful Tuesday evening. 
 
    It was sometime after nine o’clock, sometime after Craig had dressed in his Superman pajamas, brushed his teeth and otherwise readied himself for bed. 
 
    It was then that something happened, something that stayed with him to this day. 
 
    As he gathered Duke’s toys, he heard a small clawing noise coming from the living room. Not quite a tearing sound—more like a pulling of fabric. A lump formed in his throat. Craig knew his mother was out there. He had seen her in the kitchen when he put away Duke’s crunchy seafood treats. He listened. He knew she’d heard it too. 
 
    Craig rushed into the living room, but it was too late. 
 
    He could barely see the scratch mark where Duke had run his tiny kitten nails down the arm of the couch. Even when he sat up close and studied it, that night and every night from then until fall, he could just barely make it out. 
 
    Yet it was enough, enough to make his mother release a blood- curdling scream, to make her go after the kitten, to chase little Duke from room to room. 
 
    Craig tried to intervene. He cried and shouted, begged for mercy, pleaded for the infant cat’s life. “It was my fault,” he screamed. “Punish me. Hit me. Kill me.” 
 
    He wept so hard he popped a blood vessel in his left eye. The eye turned blood-red and stayed like that for days, maybe weeks. He couldn’t remember. 
 
    But no amount of crying tore her from the chase. 
 
    And she caught Duke, of course. When she did, Craig howled and threw himself in front of the door. 
 
    “Out of my fucking way,” she said. She was breathing hard, had Duke held tight by the nape of his tiny neck. “Out of my way or I’ll rip its head off right here.” 
 
    Craig tossed his slender body aside, curled himself into a ball on the floor and let the tears stream down his face and fall into the rust shag carpet. 
 
    She flung the door open and carried the kitten outside. Down the stairs. 
 
    And Craig never did see Duke again. 
 
    (Oh yes you did.) 
 
    Yes, he did. It was six days later on Market Street. Less than a mile from their home in Elmwood Park. In the middle of the two-lane roadway. In the dead center of the double yellow line. 
 
    His skull was crushed down the middle, his eyes pouring out from either side. His furry white belly was split open, his insides scattered around him on the street. 
 
    Craig collapsed onto the blacktop. He lay in the road and shrieked, hoping a car would strike him out of his misery. But no car ever came. Now, as he watched the scrawny dog scrounge for food in the alley, Craig’s eyes grew moist again. He lifted his head off the glass and wiped the tears away with his sleeve. He was tired, exhausted really. He hadn’t slept since his brief nap on the plane. 
 
    Amy stepped out of the bedroom. She looked good, dressed in a pretty pink sweater and jeans. But her nose was noticeably swollen, and the flesh beneath her eyes was a bit darker than it should have been. “I’m going to run out and pick us up some breakfast,” she said. Craig nodded, squeezing the last tears from his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I had something in my eye.” Craig quickly changed the subject. “Have you called your mother?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not yet.” Her eyes darted toward the door. “I’ll call her when I get back.” 
 
    (She’ll call while she’s out, tell her she’s coming home.) 
 
    “All right.” He reached into his pocket and handed her some euros. “Be safe. I’ll be here when you get back.” 
 
    “I know.” She started toward the door. 
 
    Craig wanted to stop her, to sit her down and have a long talk. He wanted to explain how everything would change now that they were in Europe. To convince her they would find a great apartment and decorate it any way she wanted. That they would be happy together in Portugal. He just needed some time to prove it. He just needed to persuade her to stay. 
 
    But before Craig had a chance to articulate his thoughts, the door was closed and Amy was gone. 
 
    He bit his lower lip and turned toward the window again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Amy was frustrated. Her head ached and for the second time in less than twenty-four hours she was lost. There was no one on the street to ask for directions. And even if there had been, she couldn’t speak the language. This while Craig sat on his ass back at the apartment. Probably curled up in bed with his laptop looking at Internet porn. She was about to give up, to turn around and head back, when she spotted a small grocery shop at the end of the street. 
 
    It didn’t look like any grocery shop she had ever seen before. Certainly not like any grocery in the States. It was set back from the street in an old decaying building. There was no storefront, there were no windows. Only  a narrow wooden doorway with a few crates of fresh fruit stacked outside. She squinted and walked toward it. 
 
    It had always fallen on her to get the groceries. In Manhattan, in Honolulu, and now here in Lisbon. Craig said he simply couldn’t deal with people anymore. Couldn’t wait in lines and make small talk with cashiers. He couldn’t even call to order a large cheese pizza. 
 
    At first she figured he was eccentric. Now she wondered if he wasn’t just plain lazy. She wondered if he wasn’t using what had happened in that Battery Park apartment as an excuse. An excuse to sit at home and dictate to her what had to be done. 
 
    A relationship was supposed to be a partnership, but what she and Craig had was something else entirely. She bought the food. She cleaned their apartments. And she was the one who had gotten up every morning and went to work. 
 
    Sure, Craig wrote every day. But it was like her mother said: People get paid to work. And Craig wasn’t getting paid to write fiction. He had written three novels and sold not a single one. And even now that he’d sold a memoir, there was no guarantee that his next novel would sell. He could waste another year—they could waste another year—and be no better off when they returned to New York. 
 
    Amy stood in front of the grocery shop, thinking. Staring up into the dreary gray Portuguese sky. Her mother was right. Why should she help Craig pursue his dreams? What about hers? What about the life her mother envisioned for her? The life her mother was unable to lead herself. 
 
    She stepped inside the shop. 
 
    It was tiny, like one of those cruddy old bodegas near Yankee Stadium up in the Bronx. Not much of a selection either. A few fresh loaves of bread, some cheeses and fruits. And of course, a number of bottles of port wine. 
 
    Craig would want a piece of pound cake. She wasn’t going to find that here and that made her anxious. Craig was a picky eater. If she brought back the wrong thing she would never hear the end of it. Like the time she picked up Stouffer’s frozen French bread pizza instead of Ellio’s. Or the time in Hawaii when she purchased the wrong kind of pancake mix. No, it wasn’t a good idea to guess. Not where Craig was involved. Better to wait. Better to pick up nothing at all. 
 
    Well, maybe just a couple of bottles of port for tonight. The rest they could go out and purchase together after the movers arrived. That’s the way it should have been to begin with. Craig should have offered to come along. Or better yet, he should have offered to go all by himself. Why should she be his gofer? 
 
    Besides, she had no appetite, thanks to this hangover. She paid for the two bottles of wine and left. 
 
    It was time to stand up for herself. It was time, like her mother was always telling her, to start looking out for number one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at the flat, the plastic yellow telephone rang, startling Craig as he dozed in his clothes on the bed. He craned his neck to see the dusty second hand clock. It was already a quarter to ten. 
 
    “Hello,” he answered. Then quickly, “I mean, ola.” “Movers,” the voice said. “Senhor Devlin?” 
 
    “Sim, yes,” Craig said, still groggy. “We’re on the third  floor. 
 
    Apartment 306. You can use the lift at the end of the hall.” 
 
    He was about to place the receiver back onto its cradle, when he heard the voice counter, “No, no, senhor.” 
 
    Craig put the phone back to his ear. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “We are not to bring your items upstairs, senhor. Only to the front door.” 
 
    Craig smirked. “That’s absurd. The movers in New York came upstairs to collect our boxes, and they’re supposed to be delivered directly to our flat.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the voice said without emotion. “We can no come upstairs. 
 
    You, senhor, must come down.” 
 
    Then Craig heard a dial tone. He slammed the phone down and leapt from the bed, cussing at nothing but air. Then he called out Amy’s name and received no answer. 
 
    He stepped into the living room, quickly pulled a pair of flip flops from his luggage and slipped them onto his feet. He headed out into the hall. 
 
    Goddamn movers, he thought. A thousand bucks to ship two dozen boxes from New York, and the lazy bastards wouldn’t even bring them upstairs. Was it any wonder he wanted nothing to do with people? That he simply desired a quiet life with as few distractions from the outside world as possible? Was that really so difficult for Amy to understand? Couldn’t she see that everything was such a hassle? That everyone they met was vile? That nothing ever went as planned? 
 
    He punched the button to summon the lift. The car creaked and shrieked and jerked its way up to the third floor. When it arrived, he slid open the rickety brass gate, took a deep breath and stepped inside. He slid the gate shut, pressed the first floor button and stepped back. 
 
    The lift suddenly dropped. 
 
    Not far. Just a few feet. But it was enough to make Craig feel as though his stomach were barreling up his throat. He stumbled backward into the wall but kept his footing. The lift had frozen somewhere between the second and third floors. 
 
    He waited, his pulse racing. He could feel it in his chest. Worse, he could hear it in his ear. The pulse was louder than it was earlier, twice as loud as when he first heard it on the plane. 
 
    Craig stepped gingerly to the panel and pressed a button. Then he pressed another. Nothing happened. The lift was stalled. 
 
    He started to panic. 
 
    Even in New York Craig never took the subway. Even as a lawyer having to crisscross the city, from the courthouses in downtown Manhattan to Queens, from Brooklyn to the Bronx, he took taxis. Sure, the cabs cost a small fortune, but that was nothing compared to the alternative. Being trapped in a cramped subway car somewhere beneath the ground. 
 
    (“Work!”) 
 
    He typically avoided elevators, taking the stairs whenever he could. Nine flights to his office, five to his apartment in Battery Park. It was good exercise, he said, whenever Amy shot him a dirty look. He just didn’t like closed-in spaces. He couldn’t tolerate feeling trapped. 
 
    (“Work!”) 
 
    Nothing unusual about that. 
 
    But Amy, of course, thought there was. And over the past year that was all that mattered. When he returned to New York from Honolulu, he promised her he’d change. So he stopped using Purell every time he touched something in public. (At least until he was out of Amy’s sight). He rode the subways whenever he was with her. He started using elevators. He even started driving again. 
 
    (“Work!”) 
 
    Amy had her theories, of course. He had told her about the sports memorabilia store, the one his mother bought from a former employer when he was eleven. The Point After, a tiny shop located in a small mall in Fairfield, where Craig had toiled away the last six years of his youth. 
 
    (“Work!”) 
 
    Sure, it was a hellish place for a child. A cage lined with banners and jerseys and baseball caps—a prison, really. A ten by twelve cell in which he spent his evenings and weekends during the school year, and in which he spent his days—ten a.m. to ten p.m.—during the summer months while the other kids went out and played. 
 
    (“Work, you little son of a whore!”) 
 
    Craig had had no choice, of course. And neither had his mother. She was a single parent. She already worked one job; it was only fair he worked one, too. There were times he didn’t want to, sure. Times when he would have preferred to die than sit alone in that cramped and cluttered, stifling store. But who would have worked the register? 
 
    (“Work, you lazy little godless shit!”) 
 
    The customers thought it was cute that he had such an important job at the age of eleven. They said it was just adorable. “Ain’t that the cutest gosh darn thing you ever seen, Ted? Well, ain’t it?” 
 
    They didn’t know that on days Craig refused to go to the store, his mother chased him around with a hammer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her promise to put herself first, Amy felt herself hurrying back to the flat. Craig didn’t like dawdling. Don’t dilly-dally, he’d say. Don’t lollygag. He would pass it off as a joke, as he did with so many things these days. But Amy knew that he meant it. 
 
    In three years she hadn’t been able to window-shop. Hadn’t been able to take long walks in the park. When she’d said she needed the exercise, he bought her a gym membership. When she started spending too much time at the gym, he bought her a treadmill. 
 
    She slowed down. Looked down a narrow road that led in the opposite direction. 
 
    She decided to go for a stroll. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Minutes passed like hours but the lift finally started moving again, slowly at first as though it were hanging by a single steel thread that would snap at any second. Then the lift resumed the pace it had exhibited before. 
 
    Craig’s panic eventually subsided but the pulse in his ear did not. 
 
    When he reached the main hall he found the movers. Three young men of various sizes, waiting outside with their hands in their pockets. 
 
    “Let me see the contract,” Craig said to the one nearest the door. “What contract?” 
 
    He was a large man in a yellowing tee shirt and worn jeans, sweating and smelling of smoke. 
 
    “My contract with the shipping company,” Craig said. “Show it to me. Show me where it states that my property is going to be dumped in front of my building on the street.” 
 
    The large man shrugged his shoulders. “Look, senhor. We just doing our jobs, okay? We empty the truck. You do what you want with your stuff.” 
 
    He said it in a condescending tone, Craig thought. Delivered it with a condescending look, as though Craig were the one being unreasonable. 
 
    “Get your supervisor on the phone.”  
 
    The large man shrugged at him again. “Our cell phones no work in this area, senhor. There is nothing more we can do.” 
 
    Craig gestured toward the building. “Come with me then. We’ll call from upstairs. I’ve got a phone.” 
 
    The man frowned. Looked back at his two associates who were now pacing around the truck, one with a lit cigarette dangling from his lips. “Sorry, we no can do that, senhor.” 
 
    “You can’t come upstairs with me for two minutes to make a call?” The large man shrugged again. 
 
    One more time, thought Craig. Shrug at me one more goddamn time. 
 
    He took a deep breath. He was a bit hungover, hungry and on no sleep. He wasn’t thinking clearly. This wasn’t the end of the world. A couple dozen boxes. Only half of them were heavy—the large ones and those that contained his hardcover books. Given an hour, he could lug them up himself. Once Amy was back, it would take them no time at all. 
 
    “All right,” he said finally. “Unload them.” 
 
    It took the movers less than five minutes. They piled two dozen boxes at the foot of the broken stone steps. They wouldn’t even haul them into the lobby. 
 
    Craig refused to sign their paperwork, but the large man didn’t seem to care. He simply shrugged again and said, “Suit yourself, senhor.” 
 
    Craig turned around and stared at the boxes. Wondered if he could leave them here outside. Not in this neighborhood, he decided. 
 
    The mover folded the unsigned receipt and stuffed it into his pocket. He said, “Good day, senhor,” spun around and started toward the truck. 
 
    Craig reached out and caught him by his left forearm. The man lifted his eyebrow and pulled away. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Craig said to him. “Why wouldn’t you come upstairs?” 
 
    He shrugged, glared over Craig’s shoulder at the entrance to the building. “No reason, senhor.” Then he climbed into the cab of his truck and started the engine. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Craig hauled the boxes one at a time up the steep wooden staircase, unwilling to risk the lift. By the fourth trip, his arms were sore, his legs burning. He was sweating profusely and running out of breath. Where the hell is Amy? he thought, heaving a box marked Craig’s hardcovers onto his right shoulder. What’s taking her so fucking long? Once the heavier boxes were upstairs, he began piling the rest on two, three at a time. He rested between landings and wiped the sweat from his eyes. Where is she?  
 
    He pictured her at a payphone, the first call made to her mother. “Mom, I’m so sorry I left. I’m coming home.” Then to the airline, booking her flight. “First one out of Lisbon that you’ve got. No, it doesn’t matter which airport. Newark Liberty, La Guardia or JFK.” Next to a taxi service. “Please pick me up right away. I have an international flight to catch at noon.” Finally, another to her mother. “I’m all set. You can pick me up at the airport this afternoon…” 
 
    Finally Craig pulled closed and locked the downstairs door and headed up with the last of their boxes. He set them on the floor of the living room, plopped down onto the couch, and wondered whether Amy was coming back to the flat at all. 
 
    Maybe he was destined to be alone just like his mother. She was sixty-four and lived by herself in a large ranch-style home in central New Jersey. No friends, no family except for him. And even they hardly ever spoke. She was always at odds with her neighbors. Had no one to josh with, to shoot the breeze with. No one to call for help if help were needed. No one around to provide affection or comfort, not even an adoring pet. Especially not a pet. 
 
    (“They shit everywhere.”) 
 
    If Amy did indeed leave, the coming days and weeks would be like that horrible period in Hawaii. Sick all day, every day; exhausted, yet sleepless each night. Not eating, yet vomiting. Not drinking, yet drunk. 
 
    Headaches, nausea, fevers. Loss of appetite, loss of weight. Constant panic, anxiety. Loneliness he hadn’t believed possible. 
 
    Maybe he would go downstairs into the alley and collect that dog. 
 
    Bring him up and nurse him back to health. 
 
    (“They’re filthy fucking things. I won’t have a goddamn animal in my house.”) 
 
    Craig pushed himself off the couch. As he did, the pulse in his ear started up again. It seemed to come and go more frequently today. Each time it went, he was all but sure it was gone for good. So when it returned he felt his stomach drop. 
 
    He stepped over to the laptop. Opened it. Waited for it to “Welcome!” him. To tell him, “You’ve got mail!” 
 
    He pulled up the control panel and cut the speakers off. Then he typed pulsatile tinnitus into the search engine. Five thousand, five hundred and seventy hits. He clicked on the very first one and scanned the page. 
 
      
 
    It is strongly recommended that all individuals with pulsatile tinnitus locate an excellent physician with interest in the circulatory system and complete a thorough examination. 
 
      
 
    In his ear, the pulse concurred. It thumped louder, as though it were an entity stalking toward him, its footsteps thickening as it approached. He scanned the possible causes again: arteriovenous malformations, vascular tumor, aneurism. Same as they were last night. 
 
    Craig felt faint. His breathing slowed even as his pulse quickened. A cloudiness like last evening’s fog crept slowly over his eyes. He leaned back in his chair, felt himself fading out. He gently lowered himself onto the floor. 
 
    That was where Amy found him fifteen minutes later. “What are you doing on the floor?” she said, jostling him. 
 
    Slowly he opened his eyes. I have a goddamn tumor, he wanted to shout. 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    Instead he said, “I was just taking a break from work.” 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    She felt his forehead. “You’re sweating.”  
 
    He sat up. “The movers wouldn’t bring the boxes upstairs. I had to carry them all up myself.” 
 
    She backed away. “You should’ve waited for me. I would’ve helped.” 
 
    Craig reached for the chair and pulled himself up. “Where were you?” 
 
    “I went to try to find us breakfast.” He sat on the chair. “Took that long?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Then I went for a walk.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. If he brought up the fact that she knew he was waiting here hungry, that she knew the movers were coming, that she could have shown some courtesy and gotten back here as quickly as she could, she would only accuse him of trying to control her, of restricting her from doing what she enjoyed. 
 
    “And I couldn’t get in downstairs,” she said. “The door was locked and you have the only key.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use the intercom?” 
 
    “Intercom? What intercom? There isn’t even a doorbell down there.”  
 
    He shook his head. “There has to be. The movers called me from it.”  
 
    “Go down and look. There’s nothing. I wouldn’t have stood outside banging on the door if there was an intercom.” “Who let you in?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I walked around the back of the building to try to yell up to our window. When I came back around, the door was open again.” 
 
    He looked around. His eyes rested on the two brown paper bags on the table. “What did you get us to eat?” 
 
    She stepped over to the table and pulled down each bag, revealing two bottles of port wine. 
 
    He looked up at her incredulously. “Nothing to eat?” 
 
    “They didn’t have pound cake. I didn’t know what else you’d want.” He stared at the bottles, a grumbling sound emanating from his stomach. He bit down hard on his lower lip and didn’t say another word. “Have you heard from the landlord?” she said, breaking the silence. 
 
    He touched the mouse, which wiped away his sky blue keep writing screen saver. He pulled up his inbox and scanned the email addresses and subject lines of his new messages. Nothing from Amaro Dias Silva. 
 
    He shook his head. But as he was about to close out of his email inbox, one new message appeared. Sure enough, it was from Amaro Dias Silva. 
 
    He pulled the message up as Amy sat down on the couch. 
 
      
 
    My dear Sr. Devlin: Terribly sorry to learn that the flat is not to your liking. Of course I am willing to return your funds. Regret to say, however, that I am currently in Madrid on business and will not return until Monday. I realize this may create a great imposition to you, so I have arranged for my associate to drop by the flat with your funds. Unfortunately, he cannot do so before eight o’clock this evening. I hope this will not be too late. Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience this has caused. I wish you and your fiancée both the very best of luck. Yours truly, Amaro Dias Silva 
 
      
 
    Craig read the message aloud to Amy. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, just sat there and stared blankly at the far wall. There was a time when he thought he knew precisely what she was thinking, but not anymore—not since that shit she pulled in Hawaii. 
 
    He stared at Amaro’s message on the computer, wishing he still had easy access to Amy’s email account. Maybe she had shot her mother a message from some local Internet café. Maybe that was why she’d been gone so long. But she had been changing her password just about every other week for the past couple years. Ever since that heated argument when he found that message to her ex. 
 
    (She wasn’t only writing him. She’d seen him behind your back!) 
 
    The argument had led to 
 
    (your smacking her around) 
 
    her attacking him. And his fending her off, her falling to the ground. 
 
    (You tuned her like a piano!) 
 
    Then she’d had the gall to call her mother, to accuse him of striking her. 
 
    Since then he had obtained her password a few times. He’d looked over her shoulder and once asked her in her sleep. She eventually caught him and he had to resort to more drastic measures. A video camera, a computer program. He’d even gone so far as to place some powder on the keys. 
 
    “Do you want to go out and look for an apartment today?” she said at length. 
 
    He looked at her, tried to read her face. He almost asked, “For both of us?” but stifled himself. He didn’t really think he wanted an answer to that. 
 
    Who was he kidding? He knew the answer. She was leaving. She had already booked her flight. The ticket wasn’t for today but for tomorrow. That was why she wanted to go out and look for a place. She would help him find one, maybe even aid him in getting settled. Then, once she felt good about herself again, she would pick up and leave. 
 
    “I can’t. My credit and debit cards are gone. It’ll take a while to get replacements. I need that money back from Amaro before we can get another flat.” 
 
    “We can look at least.” 
 
    Craig gave it some more thought then shook his head. “Nah, that would be pointless. Let’s get our money back, then go out looking first thing tomorrow. With the money in hand, we shouldn’t have any trouble letting another flat.” 
 
    She stood up and moved toward the bedroom while Craig closed his email tab. 
 
    “Goodbye!” 
 
    He stared at the computer. Muttered, “What the hell?” 
 
    “Goodbye” “Goodbye” “Goodbye” 
 
    Finally the computer fell silent. He slapped the laptop shut and crossed to the front door. He locked it and peeked out the peephole. 
 
    It had gone dark in the hall. He couldn’t see a goddamn thing. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Amy slipped into the bedroom and closed the door. Goddamn it. She had one of those hangovers that got worse instead of better as the day wore on. She had a pounding headache and needed to take a couple of Advil. She went back into her suitcase where she left it sitting atop the dresser. She pored through the compartment that held her toiletries and fished out the bottle of ibuprofen. 
 
    She couldn’t win. He was mad at her for not picking something up for him at the grocery. Amy, of course, didn’t say anything about his not offering to go. The entire exercise would have been useless. He depended on her to do everything. To buy his food, to launder his clothes, to drive him here and there as though he were an invalid. Jesus, why couldn’t he do anything for himself? 
 
    She untwisted the childproof cap and dropped two pills into her hand. She stared at them. They weren’t Advil. They were large, white, oval-shaped. They were Vicodin. 
 
    Son of a bitch. Craig had promised her that he was done popping prescription pills. Assured her that he hadn’t taken a single one in ten months. If that were true, what in the hell were these doing in her suitcase? That fucking liar. 
 
    She squeezed them in her hand, wondered where he was getting them from now. Back when he practiced law he used to procure them from his injured clients. By the time he turned in his card to the state bar he had stockpiled a two-year supply. But even that was long gone. She had seen him finish them off in Hawaii. She’d witnessed him withdraw. And she’d endured his constant whining, his begging her to help him out, to talk to some of the doctors at the hospital where she worked. To ask one of them to write a prescription. After a few weeks she’d finally convinced him that was out of the question. She wasn’t about to get fired and maybe even arrested so that he could continue gobbling pain pills. And that was when he started nagging her to have her remaining wisdom teeth pulled out. Two of her wisdom teeth had been extracted a couple of weeks before she met him. And just before their second date as she got ready to go out, he’d pilfered a couple painkillers from her medicine cabinet. She had thought it was funny at the time. But her friends didn’t. And her friends had been right. 
 
    Craig’s drug use had been far more than just recreational; it was a way of life. And he and his friend Danny were into more than just pills. More than just painkillers and amphetamines and tranquilizers. They were into hardcore drugs. Not just the club drugs that everyone under thirty seemed to be doing on Friday and Saturday nights in the city. Not just ecstasy and ketamine and GHB. They were into heavy-duty hallucinogens like mushshrooms and LSD. They were doing coke, lots of it. And not just coke but crack. She didn’t know about the heroin until later. Much later. After she’d already agreed to move in with him. 
 
    After what happened though, what occurred in his Battery Park apartment, he promised her he would lay off the hard stuff. He continued taking pain pills and smoked a little weed. But the club drugs-- the coke and crack, and of course the heroin--all vanished from their lives. And that had been enough for her until the Vicodin started becoming a problem. 
 
    He promised me, she thought, clenching the pills in her hand. She almost started to cry. 
 
    Instead she placed the pills back into the bottle. There were about twenty of them. Not a single Advil, nothing she could take for her headache. She gritted her teeth. 
 
    Not only had he tossed out her ibuprofen but he had planted these narcotics in her luggage. What if airport security had discovered them in an x-ray? What if they had pulled her off the plane and demanded she produce a valid prescription? What if she had been arrested for his drugs? 
 
    Now he was tapping on the bedroom door. 
 
    He could never give her ten minutes’ privacy. In three years she hadn’t had any personal space. They had to do everything together. Eat together, read together, watch television together. And of course, they always watched his shows. Reality television was out. No Real World, no Top Chef, no Real Housewives. Only news and politics, re-runs of old sitcoms like Seinfeld and Friends. He controlled their movie-watching too. He didn’t let her touch or even see their Netflix queue. It’ll be a surprise, he’d say. Surprise, surprise. Another two hour documentary on global warming or the genocide in Darfur. 
 
    Still tapping. 
 
    “What?” she called through the door. 
 
    He didn’t answer, just kept tapping. Playing his stupid little childish games. He did it all the time. Called out her name, made her come running for no reason. Snuck up behind her, pulled down her pants. And laughed out loud as though it were the funniest thing in the world. 
 
    “Jackass,” she said. She stood up and opened the door. 
 
    He had already run away. She poked her head around the corner and saw him standing with his head pressed against the living room window. She sighed and slammed the door. 
 
    Her head felt as though it were going to explode. She snatched up the Advil bottle and considered taking a Vicodin. But no, she didn’t even like taking narcotic painkillers when they had been prescribed to her after oral surgery. She wasn’t about to start taking them now. Not for a goddamn hangover. The headache would pass or she would go back out and buy some aspirin. 
 
    She took the bottle into the bathroom and untwisted the cap. Throw out my Advil, I’ll toss out your Vicodin, she thought. She lifted the lid on the toilet. A wave of nausea washed over her. She turned the bottle upside down and watched the large white pills drop into the water, each of them landing with a plop before descending slowly toward the drain. She twisted the cap back onto the now-empty bottle and flushed. 
 
    She imagined the pills screaming as they spiraled toward the drain. Imagined all the sewer-dwelling animals—the rats and various vermin—getting high on the potent drug as it dissolved into their water. She turned to leave, but as she did she felt something rise in her throat and into her mouth—an acrid liquid that began spilling over her lips. 
 
    She spun back around to the toilet and emptied her mouth. There was no food, only bile. A yellow-green fluid that continued flooding over her tongue. She expelled as much as she could but remained nauseous. Her face was flush and her forehead dripped with sweat. She vomited again. And again. A string of saliva hung from her lower lip like a broken cobweb. 
 
    That’s what you get for drinking on an empty stomach, she thought. No, that’s what I get for coming with Craig to this hellhole in the first place, she corrected herself. 
 
    Then she hurled into the toilet again. 
 
    Finally she stood, her knees sore from the bathroom tiles, weak and wobbly. She heard Craig rapping again on the bedroom door. 
 
    She looked into the cracked and cloudy mirror above the sink and studied her reflection. She appeared older than her thirty-three years for the first time she could remember. Her nose was red and swollen. The rest of her face was as pale as paste, except for under the eyes, where the flesh was puffy and a putrid black and blue. She turned on the water and splashed some onto her face. 
 
    Craig was still tapping on the bedroom door. She cursed him and tried flushing the toilet. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Down in the alley the dog treaded lightly along the cobblestones as though it were painful to walk. He moved from end to end, wagging his skinny tail and sniffing for food. He did not look up and he made no sound, just paced back and forth like an expectant father. 
 
    Craig heard the toilet flush and felt the sudden urge to urinate. He tore himself from the window and started toward the bathroom. When he heard Amy vomit he stopped dead in his tracks and waited. 
 
    He hated when she drank; even hated when he drank these days. He felt she shouldn’t need to now that they were together. He didn’t. When she drank you got one of two Amys. The carefree, fun-at-all-costs Amy, or the angry, I’m-taking-no-shit-tonight Amy. More often than not you got the latter. And the next morning, well, you steered as far clear of the hungover Amy as you did any of them. 
 
    She had gone to Alcoholics Anonymous once. Not because she was an alcoholic, mind you, but because she liked playing the victim. She drank too much, needed AA. Liked sitting around in a circle telling stories with strangers. Had an eating disorder, too—anorexia or bulimia, take your pick—and needed treatment. Anything short of a suicide attempt to garner attention. Like when she went crying to her mother and dipshit brother, yapping about how he had hit her. Now that was attention. 
 
    And then she wondered why he wanted nothing to do with her family. 
 
    True or not, they had believed her, took her word over his. And when last he’d seen her mother in New York, boy oh boy, did she rub it in. Had the gall to start talking about Hawaii—how gorgeous it was. How relaxing her day there with Amy had been. And how happy, how so fucking happy, she was to have her daughter back home. 
 
    That’s when Craig decided on the setting for his next book. That’s when he started planning this trip to Portugal. Oh sure, Lisbon would make a fine setting for his novel, but Europe had the added benefit of taking Amy away from her mother, of eradicating once again that cancerous element. And besides, even after Amy took him back when he returned to New York, he still felt as though he had lost, felt as though her mother had won. Craig didn’t like to lose, not in the courtroom, and certainly not to some odious old bitch that thought he was good for nothing. Sure, Portugal wasn’t Hawaii, but her mother would still have to cross a damned ocean to get to them. 
 
    When the retching stopped, when Craig finally heard Amy rustling around in the bedroom again, he started toward the bathroom to use the toilet. She stopped him at the bedroom door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she said. “Bathroom.” 
 
    “Don’t. The toilet won’t flush.” 
 
    He took a step forward. “Well, let me see if I can’t fix it.” She blocked him. “There’s no plunger. I looked.” 
 
    “I have to take a piss.” He tried to sidestep her. She sighed and took hold of his arm. “I threw up.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, gently pulling away from her. “I heard you.” 
 
    He stepped past her into the bedroom and opened the bathroom door. The stench hit him like a slap to the face. He gagged, nearly vomited himself. He held his breath, breathing through his mouth. He stared down at the yellow-green bile stagnating in the toilet and wondered what the hell he could do. 
 
    He had to pee, really had to go. In fact, he had been pissing a hell of a lot lately. Used to be he could go all day and not pee twice. Just once in the morning and he’d be good. Now it was all the time. Even during the night. He would have to get up out of bed two, three times. Sometimes four. And the urge would be so great that he’d panic. 
 
    Amy, of course, told him not to worry about it. Pointed out that since he had stopped drinking he had been drinking a lot more. Coke Zero, blue Gatorade, a can or two of Red Bull a day, and ten or twelve bottles of Fiji water—three of those while reading in bed just before going to sleep. 
 
    But Craig wasn’t buying it. He knew there was something wrong with his prostate. Only he didn’t have health insurance, and anyway, he was frightened as hell to actually have a doctor check it out. To tell him that his prostate was dangerously enlarged. Or worse yet, that it was cancerous. 
 
    But regardless of the cause, right now he’d have to hold it in. He turned, found Amy standing behind him. 
 
    “I told you,” she said. “We can’t fix it without a plunger.” 
 
    “Well, what plugged it up in the first place? I heard you flush it five minutes ago.” 
 
    Her eyes swept over the sink and Craig followed them. Atop the sink Craig saw the Advil bottle. He lifted and shook it, untwisted the cap. Then he swallowed hard. 
 
    “What did you do with them?” he said. “What did I do with what?” 
 
    “You know what.” “The Advil?” “The Vicodin.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Why was there Vicodin in there?” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Just answer the question, Amy.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest and looked away from him. “I did the same thing with your Vicodin that you did with my Advil,” she said. Her tone was low yet defiant. “I tossed them away.” 
 
    “In the toilet?” “Yes.” 
 
    “You flushed them?” “Yes.” 
 
    He squeezed the plastic bottle in his hand, felt the color creep across his cheeks. “What Advil?” he said finally. “This was my bottle from my medicine cabinet back in New York. I never touched yours.” 
 
    She stared at it. “That bottle was in my luggage,” she said. 
 
    “You packed everything, Amy. Not me. I put the bottle with my toothbrush, my mouthwash, my razor, my shaving cream. That bottle had been empty for months. I never threw out any Advil. Certainly not yours.” 
 
    She took a step backward and parted her lips the way she did when she was backed into a corner, when she couldn’t come up with anything to say. “Well, then, I made a mistake.” 
 
    “You’re damn right you made a mistake. Those Vicodin cost me five bucks apiece, and I need them in order to write. They lift me up just enough to stay focused.” 
 
    Amy exhaled. “You’re the one who asked me to pack your shit. You should have done it yourself.” She turned to walk away. 
 
    He followed her. “What does that have to do with any thing?” 
 
    She stopped and spun around, had the nerve to point her finger at him. “What are you doing with Vicodin anyway? You said you were done popping pills. You promised.” 
 
    “First of all,” he said, “my taking a single Vicodin a day doesn’t affect you. Secondly, that’s not the issue here. The issue is you taking my pills and flushing them down the toilet. The issue is you clogging up the toilet and then vomiting in it so that it stinks to high hell and no one can so much as take a piss.” 
 
    A wall of moisture formed across her eyes. “It couldn’t have been the pills,” she said, her voice shaking. “They dissolve.” 
 
    She stepped past him back into the bedroom and slammed the door. How the hell had he been so stupid? He should have packed the goddamn pills himself. He just never dreamed she’d have any reason to look into the bottle. She had her own fucking Advil; what did she need with his? 
 
    Now she knew he was still taking Vicodin. Probably knew he had been taking them all along. Knew that he’d been spending the few bucks he made writing on the web buying narcotic pain pills, instead of helping with the goddamn groceries and paying her back all that money she’d put out for him for rent. 
 
    Worse still, he had barked at her. Yelled at her for tossing his pills and clogging up the toilet. If she wasn’t leaving before (Of course, she was. She’s been plotting to leave all along.) then surely she was leaving now. 
 
    And now he would have to deal with withdrawal. Not only Amy withdrawal but Vicodin withdrawal, too. And some of the symptoms were just as bad. It would wreak havoc on his stomach, cause him nausea and diarrhea. And thanks to Amy, he had nowhere to puke and shit. He would get headaches and neck aches and various other aches and pains throughout his body. He would sweat (“Get the fuck over here! I’ve got the blow dryer!”) and worst of all, he would fall back into his funk and probably wouldn’t be able to write. 
 
    He stepped into the kitchen and unzipped his fly. Looked down and saw a roach scurry across the floor, crawling beneath one of the warped wooden cabinets. 
 
    He caught his breath. How did people stand having those gruesome fucking things running around the house? The only time he had ever seen one in his own home was in Hawaii, where you didn’t have to be dirty to have a problem. They were everywhere in the islands, and big, too. They thrived in the tropics. Of course, he couldn’t bear to go near them. Couldn’t even get close enough to kill one. In fact, in three years he hadn’t touched a single bug. Amy had killed them all. 
 
    What would I do without her? 
 
    He shrugged the question off and pulled out his penis. Then he urinated into the sink. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Amy lay in bed reading the same page over and over again. She couldn’t concentrate. And this was one of the rare books she actually got to choose herself. Ordinarily, Craig chose her books for her. He wanted her to read books that he had already read himself so that they could “discuss” them. Because he was constantly accusing her of not having anything to say. Of not having any common interests. Of not trying to find common ground. 
 
    Talk to me, he’d say. Talk to me. He had no idea how much she hated those three words. She was quiet. And what was wrong with that? He’d tell her she was the only person he had to speak to, the only person he saw each day. Well, that wasn’t her fault. She’d never told him to quit the law or to work from home. To shut himself off from his colleagues and friends. To bury himself in the apartment all day every day. What right did he have to guilt her into speaking to him? 
 
    She tried again, her eyes following her finger down the page. It was no use. Her mind was racing. She rested the book open on her chest. 
 
    She heard Craig in the kitchen, opening and closing the cabinets, creating a bit of a ruckus. Heard boxes hitting the counter, cans clinking together, some hitting the linoleum and rolling along the floor. What the hell was he doing out there? 
 
    She tried to pay it no mind. She picked up her book and started reading again. Got through one paragraph, then another. Made it to the end of the page and started the next. Then she heard Craig moving across the living room. He was carrying something. Sounded like a garbage bag full of soda cans. The front door creaked open then slammed closed. 
 
    She sat up in bed and looked over at the phone. She still hadn’t called her mother. She realized now she had been putting it off because she wasn’t quite sure what to tell her. She knew her mother would beg her to come home. And she was afraid she would cave. She didn’t want to leave him again just because of her mom. If she left, she wanted her decision to be her own. And she didn’t want to regret it this time around. If this was going to happen, it had to be a clean break. But it was difficult. Complicated. She knew what was at stake. That there would be no going back. That this time their split would be final. The front door opened again, moaning like a cat in heat. It closed and she heard Craig heading back to the kitchen. Heard him rustling around again. 
 
    Back in upstate New York it was still very early, but her mother rose with the sun. Her father didn’t, but she didn’t really care if she woke him. In fact, her mother would probably commend her for it, would probably say, “I’m glad you woke the lazy piece of shit.” 
 
    What was she waiting for? Things weren’t going to change, no mattered how often or how fervently Craig promised. He had assured her that he would change once they got to Hawaii. Fat chance. He still refused to make the bed, left dirty dishes in the sink, wouldn’t order his own food, wouldn’t drive. Still slathered his hands in Purell every time he stepped outside. 
 
    Jeez. Was that the way she wanted her children to grow up? Fearing everything the way he did? And would he want to control the kids the way he controlled her? Sure, he had assured her he would make a good father, and she believed that he would try. But was it even possible, given what he’d been through as a child? 
 
    She heard the front door groan open yet again. 
 
    She was glad she had stayed on the pill. She had told Craig her doctor had instructed her to stay on it until they were ready to try. To keep her period regular. She knew he wasn’t buying it but she didn’t really care. So long as he didn’t argue about it. 
 
    She listened, but didn’t hear the door close. 
 
    She could call her mother and simply tell her they had arrived. That Craig was in the next room and she would call her back later. She could say that everything was just fine. That she was staying. Later she could always say she changed her mind. 
 
    She folded over the page she had been reading and closed her book. She placed it on the night table next to the bed and stared at the phone. Finally she lifted the receiver off its cradle and put it to her ear. 
 
    There was no dial tone, only a crackling noise. She pressed down on the switch hook and continued listening for a tone. The crackling became louder, then she heard a faint voice. It sounded as though it were coming from a distance. 
 
    “Hello?” Amy said. “Is someone on the line?” 
 
    The crackling grew louder and Amy pressed the phone harder against her ear. “Hello,” she said again. 
 
    “...socorro...” 
 
    The voice was speaking in another language. Most likely Portuguese. It was soft yet urgent, gliding along the crackling sound like a surfer on a wave. 
 
    “...por favor...” 
 
    It was the only phrase Amy could make out. At least the only words that made any sense to her. She drew a breath and pressed the switch hook again, trying not to grow too flustered. After all, it was probably nothing more than lines being crossed. 
 
    The crackling was louder now, and so too was the voice. It was a female’s voice, not an old woman’s, but not a young woman’s either. 
 
    “...ajude-me...” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Amy said, though she knew it was futile. “Our lines are crossed. Can you hang up the phone and try again?” 
 
    “...por favor...” 
 
    Amy shouted, “Excuse me but I’m trying to make a call.” 
 
    Then the voice started shrieking. It was much closer now, as though the woman on the other end had picked up the phone and was screaming directly into the handset. Amy held her receiver away from her ear as it rang from the shrill, piercing cry. 
 
    “...fogo!” 
 
    Amy pressed the switch hook again and again. The woman was still there, still shouting. The crackling sound still accompanying her cries. Amy slammed down the phone. 
 
    That’s just great. Her breathing quickened. She wasn’t sure whether it was her frustration over the fact that the lines were crossed, or the woman on the other end who had been hollering in her ear in Portuguese. Whatever it was, she was unnerved—more anxious than she had been all morning. 
 
    She snatched up her book and lay back down. Opened it to the page she had been reading. She started again from the top. The book was an old paperback her mother had lent her and she hated it. But she refused to abandon it because Craig would know. He’d say, “It sucked, didn’t it? Hate to say I told you so.” And then she would have to ask him for another book to read. And once she got through the first few chapters she would have to talk about it. She’d have to “discuss” it, like she was a third grader giving a fucking book report in front of the class. 
 
    The sound came first and then she felt the report in her stomach. She dropped the paperback onto the floor and tried to steady her hands. 
 
    The front door had suddenly slammed shut. And it had sounded like an explosion. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    His stomach growled. He stepped out of the kitchen, walked back to the window and watched the dog again. He thought about giving it a name. Him a name. It’s a him, he thought. Poor little thing, probably never hurt anybody. And he wasn’t asking for much. Just a few scraps of food to fill his belly, maybe enough so that those gawking on the street couldn’t see his ribs. The dog was hungry. Craig was hungry. 
 
    (“You have a tapeworm!”) 
 
    But as far as Craig was concerned, the dog alone deserved to eat. 
 
    He had screwed up. He’d thought that Lisbon alone could solve all his problems. That the city itself could help salvage his relationship, that its exoticness would somehow seep into his body and inspire him to write. His mother always told him that he couldn’t run away from himself. But he’d tried. He’d tried by fleeing to Honolulu. By fleeing to Lisbon. And it looked now as though neither attempt was going to work. Amy wanted away from him, regardless of where in the world they were. And without her, and without the Vicodin, he would fall into a depression too deep to work. And once he was alone and could no longer work… 
 
    He turned from the window and sat at the table, powered up his laptop computer and logged into his email. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    “Up yours, you old throwback,” he muttered.  
 
    “You’ve got mail!”  
 
    He knew there had to be a way to disable that annoying sound file, but he never took the time to figure it out. It was always so much more tempting to delve right into his messages than to interrupt whatever he was doing and go through the steps of disabling it.    
 
    He opened his inbox and deleted more spam. Then he scrolled down to the message from his agent. He opened it. 
 
      
 
    Hi Craig. Just wanted to say have a safe trip to Portugal. I’m very excited about the publication of Libations, and I look forward to reading your next book. Best, Jenna 
 
      
 
    Sure, now she was excited. There was a time though when she wouldn’t return his emails for months. A time when she was no longer interested in reading his work at all. A time when she went so far as to terminate his contract. She’d left him, abandoned him, when he had needed her most, when times were tough and the writing wasn’t going well and he needed some guidance, some direction. She had walked out on him then and now she was excited; excited because she’d sold his book, because he was now going to be a published author, he was making her money, a racehorse in her stable. Now she was wishing him a safe trip, she was looking forward to receiving his next manuscript, to reading it, to selling it, to making herself more money. 
 
    Wasn’t it just like a woman to be with you during the best of times and to abandon you during the worst? In that way, wasn’t Jenna just like Amy? Just like Amy’s mother who’d wanted to leave Amy’s father simply because he hadn’t become the financial success she’d dreamed he would be. And wasn’t that exactly what he was facing if he and Amy actually got married? Like her mother before her, she would recite the traditional vows, but what she’d mean, what she’d really mean was, sure, she’d take him, for now at least, ‘till debt do us part. 
 
    And after three years, they still hadn’t set a date. He had wanted to get married while they were still in New York. Wanted to fly down to the Caribbean and get hitched on one of the beautiful white sand beaches on St. Thomas or Grand Cayman. He was even willing to flit off to Vegas. But no. She wanted a traditional wedding in her home state where everyone she had ever known could attend. Especially  her parents. Well, traditionally, the bride’s parents paid for the wedding. But Amy’s parents weren’t paying for shit. They weren’t even chipping in. So what the hell right did they have to attend? 
 
    He deleted the message from Jenna and moved down the list. He opened the email from his mother. 
 
      
 
    well I guess you’re ignoring my warnings and going ahead with your plans. I guess that means I no longer have a son. after everything I’ve done for you, this is how you repay me. by leaving me again. everyone else’s sons stick by their mothers, invite them over, take them out to dinner, spend their holidays with them. but not mine. my son doesn’t work, doesn’t visit, doesn’t listen to a word I say. my son refuses to live his life like a normal human being. that’s all right. see if I care. you’ll be sorry when I’m dead. when all you have left is that whore you’re living with. I’m telling you now, craig, don’t fucking go. you have nothing and NO ONE in portugal and you have no reason to be there. stay in the united states—in the best place on earth—and get out of that shit- smelling new york  city and come home to BEAUTIFUL  new jersey and GET A JOB!!! start living up to your potential. Don’t be such a LOSER. be a normal human being, be a SON! WORK! make MONEY! pay your BILLS! don’t throw your life away on that dumb whore. She’ll be taken care of anyway, without you. worry about yourself. quit that bullshit writing nonsense—that’s not a way to make a living! you need a REAL JOB, a good-paying career that will make you MONEY so you can be with a good woman who’s not a DUMB WHORE! you’ve wasted 32 years of your life. don’t waste another DAY! this is your LAST CHANCE with me. I told you not to go to hawaii and you see what happened?! if you do this, if you go to stupid lisbon, I’m never going to speak to you again. you’ll be DEAD to me. DEAD!!! stop being such a fucking loser! I love you. come home. 
 
      
 
    Craig sighed. Typical. Her choice of capitalization said it all. She couldn’t bother to hold down the shift key to capitalize the first word of a new sentence. No, that was way too much trouble,  especially when messengering someone who made his living from writing proper, grammatically acceptable English. But she never failed to capitalize “I” he couldn’t help but notice, even when it began a sentence. Because she was important enough to rate capital letters. And her key points she didn’t want him to miss (DUMB WHORE, DEAD to me, make MONEY, etc.….of course those things demanded all caps.  
 
    He stood up and walked across the room, dug into his luggage and retrieved his day planner. He flipped through and found the telephone number to the flat. He sat back down at the computer, hit reply, typed the number in and clicked send. Then he closed her message and logged out of his outdated AOL email. 
 
    “Goodbye!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy’s headache had subsided some but her stomach was still upset. And the stench of her vomit now wafting from the bathroom wasn’t helping any. She rolled over onto her stomach and buried her face in the pillow. 
 
    She couldn’t call her mother from the apartment and she wasn’t up to going back out. She felt tired and sick and just wanted to lie around and try to sleep, to forget where she was and who she was with. But the fact that she hadn’t called her mom was gnawing at her already- nauseous gut. Her mother had been worried about her enough in New York, was in constant fear that something would happen to her, that Craig would snap and smack her around or worse. And now Amy was thousands of miles away in a foreign country where she didn’t speak the language and didn’t know a soul. Her mother had to be frantic by now, had to be assuming the worst. 
 
    She heard Craig sign off of AOL and thought of emailing her mother from the laptop. Her mother checked her inbox at least once a day, and having not heard by phone from Amy, was probably sitting in front of her computer checking her email every five minutes. Amy could probably even send her an instant message. She wished she would use Facebook or any more modern social media, really, but she had never caught on and insisted that AOL Instant Messenger was good enough to allow them to stay in touch, so why not keep using it? 
 
    But then she would have to ask Craig’s permission to use the laptop. She would have to type her message with him hovering over her shoulder, looking on. The hell of the matter was that she had paid for the computer. But as far as he was concerned it was his, and he never let it out of his sight. She hated asking for permission, begging for privacy. What the hell was on the computer that he had to hide? He said he didn’t want her going through his works-in-progress but she had never wanted to and she had never tried. So what was it? Messages to other girls? Internet porn? Drug orders? She jumped off the bed. Her stomach felt too sick. She needed to put something in it to try to settle it. Maybe she had put some crackers in her luggage. Maybe there was some candy in her purse. 
 
    No crackers. But in her purse she found some candy corn and a handful of jellybeans. Not the best cure for a five-alarm hangover, but they would have to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig sat on the couch. His head was beginning to ache from the hunger. It didn’t help that he was on no sleep. Amy had created the perfect storm. She’d made sure they’d argued before bed and kept him guessing as to whether she’d leave. She’d facilitated the insomnia, then went out this morning with instructions to get them some breakfast and instead came back with two bottles of wine. To top it all off she had flushed his Vicodin to make sure that his head ached, to ensure that he stayed in pain. 
 
    And here she was always telling him he was a bit underweight. Telling him he should eat more. But, of course, she didn’t cook. No, her mom had plenty of advice for her, plenty of input when it came to men, but she had never bothered to teach her daughter how to boil a fucking egg. How to grill a goddamn steak. It was a major hassle for Amy to drop some pancake batter into a pan, to heat up some frozen pizza. It was downright ludicrous for him to expect her to prepare some pasta, or broil some burgers, or bake a cake. 
 
    He pushed himself off the couch and stood. Began pacing around the living room. Shit, he was hungry. 
 
    (“You have a tapeworm! Dr. Post will have to go into your stomach and cut it out.”) 
 
    Amy had nerve, telling him he was underweight. Living with her he might as well have been living with his mother. Might as well still be living in his mother’s house with the empty refrigerator, the unused stove, the dishwasher stacked with business papers. His mother didn’t cook either. But at least she didn’t tell him he was underweight. She would just lock what food she did buy in the trunk of her car so that he couldn’t get at it. So, he’d guessed, that he wouldn’t overeat. And once he hit eleven, once she bought the Point After, he had to work for his food. She paid him a quarter an hour to sit in that cage, to sell banners and bobble head dolls to mall shoppers. A five-hour night just about bought him a slice of pizza. And he grew accustomed to that. Working for food became ingrained. It got so that he didn’t understand how kids whose parents didn’t own sports stores ever got to eat. 
 
    Amy had nerve, returning with nothing but wine. She didn’t want to be the one responsible for going out and getting food. She couldn’t accept the fact that he couldn’t deal with people, that he wasn’t up for those kinds of tasks. What was the big deal if she was charged with doing the grocery shopping? It wasn’t like he complained he was hungry all the time. He ate twice, three times a day, tops. It wasn’t like when he was a kid, when he’d had a (“tapeworm!”) voracious appetite, when it seemed he was hungry all hours of the day and night. When he ate twice a day and was still the skinniest kid in class. Back then, too, he used to get hunger headaches and stomach pains and he’d complain to his mother and she would tell him that wasn’t normal, that there was something wrong with him, that he shouldn’t be hungry all the time, that he must be ill, that maybe he had a parasite, that maybe it was a tapeworm, that if he kept complaining she’d take him to Dr. Post, that he’d have to open him up, look in his gut and cut out that nasty tapeworm with a knife, a big sharp one. 
 
    After a while he’d stopped complaining. He dealt with the hunger, with the headaches, with the stomach pains. Better that than having Dr. Post cut into his gut. 
 
    He looked out the window but the dog was gone. 
 
    Maybe he was being hard-headed about this whole thing. Maybe he should just go into the bedroom and apologize for getting upset about the Vicodin and the toilet and ask her if she’d like to go out with him to get some lunch. 
 
    He started toward the bedroom, right as the pulsing resumed in his ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was chewing on a candy corn with a blue jellybean on deck when the bedroom door swung open and Craig stepped inside. She popped the jellybean into her mouth and set her book down again. 
 
    He stood frozen in the doorway staring at her on the bed. His mouth fell open and his neck was growing red. “What the hell are you doing?”  
 
    The jellybean caught in her throat and she tried to cough it back up, but it wouldn’t come. She tried to swallow but couldn’t and suddenly she felt short of breath. 
 
    Craig didn’t move, just watched from the doorway with an indignant look on his face. 
 
    Her eyes started to tear and she pounded her fist against her chest. 
 
    It hurt and it did no good but she hit herself again. “What’s wrong?” he said calmly. 
 
    She couldn’t speak. She tried to motion him with her eyes but they were blurred by tears. She couldn’t see him but knew he wasn’t moving, wasn’t coming toward her to help. She punched herself again. 
 
    The jellybean seemed to dislodge and a sharp pain shot up from her chest. She coughed freely and violently and moved toward the side of the bed. She hung over the side and dropped her head into her hands. Wiped the moisture from her mouth, the salty tears from her cheeks. 
 
    “You’re eating?”  
 
    She took a deep breath, coughed again. “My stomach felt sick,” she said softly. “I just needed to put something in it so I wouldn’t feel so nauseous.” 
 
    “Your stomach,” he said, his face now bright red. “Well, so long as your stomach’s feeling better. So long as you got your candy. No wonder you didn’t pick up any breakfast.” He threw his hands in the air. “I can’t believe this. Here I am sitting in the living room with an empty stomach and a pounding headache and you’re in here munching on marshmallows and gumdrops. Having yourself a little feast. Saying to yourself, ‘To hell with ol’ Craig. Let ‘im starve. I’ve got motherfucking candy corn. Yay for me!’” 
 
    She got to her feet and put her hands to her ears. “I can’t take this anymore.” 
 
    He put his hands out. “Can’t take what? Candy corns? You ate so many your stomach hurts while I’m in here starving?” 
 
    “Can’t take you, Craig. I can’t take us.” She walked purposefully around the bed and over to the dresser. She quickly folded her bedclothes and stuffed them into her suitcase. 
 
    “What does that mean? What are you doing?” 
 
    She closed her suitcase and pulled the zipper around. Then she looked at him, her eyes watering. “I’m sorry, Craig. I can’t stay here with you anymore.” 
 
    He looked like the wind had just been knocked out of him. His mouth fell open again and now even his ears went red. He appeared uneasy on his feet and put his right hand out, steadied himself on the dresser. “Amy, don’t do this to me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I have no choice.” 
 
    He reached for her but she pushed past him, grabbing the suitcase, letting it fall off the dresser and hit the floor. She dragged it behind her into the living room. 
 
    “Please, Amy,” he begged. “Please reconsider. Think about what you’re doing to me again.” 
 
    “I never should’ve come here,” she said, standing before the door. “I’m so sorry. I made a huge mistake.” 
 
    She was crying now, worse maybe than she’d ever cried before. 
 
    Because this was it, really it. This was The End of Amy and Craig. 
 
    He was crying, too. Standing there, running his hands through his shaggy brown hair. “You can’t,” he choked. “You can’t go.” 
 
    Her chin fell to her chest and she couldn’t find the words. Didn’t know quite how to say goodbye. Not in person. It wasn’t like in Hawaii when all she had to do was sneak out and leave a note. This was hard. This hurt. 
 
    I love you, she thought. But no, that wasn’t right. Saying that wouldn’t help matters. It would only make things worse. 
 
    Just go, she told herself. That was really the only way to handle this. Just turn the knob and leave. Head to the lift and don’t look back and if he grabs you or threatens you, open your mouth and scream bloody murder. 
 
    She reached out to unlock the lock but it wouldn’t turn. She applied more pressure but it wouldn’t budge. She tried the doorknob but it wouldn’t move. She twisted it, pushed it, pulled it, but the door stood still, heavy and implacable before her. 
 
    She turned to him. “Open it!”  
 
    He stared at the door. 
 
    “Open it,” she said again. 
 
    She stepped aside and he moved toward it, tried the lock, then the knob, then the lock again. But the door didn’t open; still it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “What did you do?” She pushed him out of the way, grabbing at the doorknob again. Twisted it in her hands until they stung.  
 
     “I didn’t do anything,” he said. 
 
    “I heard you. I heard you before from the bedroom. I heard you playing with the goddamn door. What did you do to it?” 
 
    He raised his voice. “What the fuck do you think I did, Amy? I oiled it. I oiled it to keep it from making noise.” 
 
    She shook the knob as hard as she could then began slapping her palms against the door, yelling, “Let me out! Let me out of here! Let me out!” Then she switched to the heel of her fists and continued pounding away. She didn’t quit until they were raw. 
 
    Craig watched, hands on his hips, a look of sheer puzzlement on his face. He didn’t help, didn’t try to stop her. Just stood there and watched and waited for her to tire herself out. 
 
    Finally she threw her hands in the air and her back against the door. She sunk down low to the floor. She pulled her knees to her chest and fell quiet. The tears were streaming and her cheeks were burning and her head hurt and her stomach was more nauseous than before. She breathed heavily. 
 
    What did you do?  
 
    “Calm down,” he finally said to her. But it sounded more like a command than a plea. 
 
    She stared up at him, her sore, red hands still clenched into fists. “Calm down?” she said. “Calm down? How the hell am I supposed to calm down? How? You have me fucking trapped.” 
 
      
 
    The first tremor arrives less than two hours after Xavier sits down to draw. It shakes the floor, rattles the window and walls. Xavier flings his papers aside and jumps to his feet, only to find that the tremor is strong enough to knock him back to the floor. He lands on his left side, breaking his arm. 
 
    Meanwhile, picture frames drop from their spots on the mantel and crack as they strike the furniture below. Xavier curls up in a fetal position, protecting his head with his good arm. Tiny pieces of ceiling drop on him like a light rain. 
 
    In the hall, he hears doors opening and slamming closed. He hears shouts and wails, some men barking orders. Children are crying— maybe some women and men, too. 
 
    Xavier doesn’t know what to do. 
 
    But after a minute or so the tremor quits. The room steadies and the ceiling stops falling to the floor. Xavier feels a wave of relief, the same feeling he always has when his mother walks through the door. But, as when his mother walks through the door, Xavier also experiences a certain dread. 
 
    Like something really bad is about to happen. And a few minutes later, it does. 
 
    The second tremor is far stronger than the first. And the second tremor lasts nearly twice as long. Larger pieces of the ceiling fall like a heavy hail. Furniture jolts as though it were alive and dancing. Doors shake in their frames but do not fall. 
 
    Neither does the flat’s lone window break, though Xavier was hoping it would. He wants to scream out for help but, as in a dream, he can find no voice. And as buildings collapse to rubble all around the Alfama, he is sure he can no longer be heard. 
 
    It is All Saints’ Day and many people are at church. Xavier pictures the stained glass windows cracking, crucifixes flying from the walls. 
 
    He envisions the tall church ceilings collapsing inward, dropping on parishioners in the middle of their prayers. 
 
    What Xavier fails to imagine are the candles falling, igniting curtains and carpets throughout the Alfama quarter. But this is happening nevertheless. 
 
    By the time the violent second tremor finally stops, Xavier is in tears. 
 
    His left arm hurts badly and at some point he bangs his head on a falling chair. Still, he’s not worried about himself. He is concerned only for his mother. 
 
    Where is she right now? Is she hurt? 
 
    During the brief calm, Xavier gets to his feet and heads for the door. He will head down to the pier and look for her. He will find her, even if it takes all day. 
 
    But it seems the quake has caused the door to become misshapen. Xavier struggles with the handle, twists and turns the knob with all his might, but it’s no use. The door is stuck in its frame and cannot move. 
 
    Xavier is trapped. 
 
    He runs to the window, just as the third tremor starts, just in time to see the roof of the neighboring building collapse. Xavier is finally aware that this may be the day that he dies. This may be the day that all of Lisbon is destroyed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Morning arrived. Craig stood by the window, watching the dog. He had stayed up again all night, hadn’t slept except for a two-hour nap from about ten until midnight. He’d gotten a lot written, another six thousand words. The new novel was coming along just fine. 
 
    But he and Amy were captives in their own flat. They had made no progress with the door. And the apartment’s lone window wouldn’t open, wouldn’t break. The window was made of something other than glass, something impregnable, some kind of Plexiglass or something, Craig guessed. The phone didn’t work. The lines were crossed and all they heard was a crackling noise, or now and then a faint voice murmuring something unintelligible in Portuguese. They had lost their wireless signal and could no longer access the Internet, couldn’t email or Instant Message or status update someone for help. They had banged on the walls and yelled out toward the hall, all to no avail. 
 
    Eight o’clock had come and gone and Amaro’s associate had never shown. Craig and Amy waited, both of them by the door, listening— for footsteps in the hall, a knock, a voice, something, anything. But all that arrived was more silence. By ten o’clock they’d left the door and resigned themselves to the fact that Amaro’s associate wasn’t coming. 
 
    Worst of all, they had no food. Not a loaf of bread or a brick of cheese, not a celery stick or even a bag of airplane peanuts. And as of four this morning they had no running water. Craig had gone to the sink to pee and when he’d turned on the faucet to wash the urine down the drain, all he heard was a hiss and a muffled shriek as though a band of serpents trapped in the pipes were trying to scream. Craig held his breath and ducked into the bathroom, tried the sink and shower faucets, even the bidet, but no luck. The flat was dry, completely dry. 
 
    Amy stepped out of the bedroom in her lavender nightshirt and panties, arms folded across her chest. “Is the Internet back up?” 
 
    Craig shook his head. “I’ve been watching out the window, waiting for someone to pass by. No luck yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stepped into the living room, dropped onto the couch. She was shaking and her arms and legs were covered in gooseflesh. “What’s going on, Craig? What is this? What’s doing this to us?” 
 
    He smirked. How easily people fell back on what when they came across something that couldn’t be immediately explained. “It’s not what, Amy, it’s who. And I’ll tell you who. It’s gotta be that fuck next door, whoever the hell that is.” 
 
    She looked at him as though reason were a crime. Of course, in many parts of the world it was. But not here, not in Western Europe. 
 
    “What?” He shrugged his shoulders. “You think this is some kind of a coincidence? One night this guy bangs on our walls like a maniac, the next day we become trapped in our own apartment. Of course it’s him.” 
 
    “How?” Her eyes opened wide with disbelief. “When?” 
 
    He had already given thought to that, had formed a timeline in his mind and traced his and Amy’s movements from the moment they arrived at the flat. “It had to be when we were in the bedroom arguing about the candy.” 
 
    “Are you serious? We were in there for what, two minutes?” “How long do you think it would take?” 
 
    “And we would’ve heard him,” she scoffed. 
 
    “No we wouldn’t have,” he said softly. “Not since I oiled the door.” 
 
    (Is that what you did, oiled it?) 
 
    Amy pulled her knees to her chest and rocked herself on the couch, staring down at the floor. She sniffled. “And the phone?” she said. “The Internet?” 
 
    Craig slapped his left palm against the wall and let out a frustrated sigh. “You think he couldn’t have messed with the phone lines? And for all we know, we were using his wireless Internet service. All he would’ve had to do is shut it down.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s say he sealed up the door. Let’s say he crossed the phone lines and deactivated his wireless broadband service. Let’s assume all that is true. What about the window? Why won’t it open? Why won’t it break?” 
 
    He turned and looked down into the alley again. The dog was gone. Craig took a deep breath and explained. He said he had read in his travel guide that Lisbon suffered a devastating earthquake back in 1755. Fifteen thousand people died in this city alone. The effects were felt as far as Italy. Many people fled Portugal after that. Many people left the Alfama. It, therefore, shouldn’t surprise them that those who stayed were still quite afraid of earthquakes and aftershocks. They took steps to protect what they had rebuilt. 
 
    Amy was shaking her head before Craig finished his last sentence. “I can’t believe this,” she said. Her voice was cracking again, breaking. She was breaking. “Could you please get me a cup of water?” 
 
    Craig swallowed. He hadn’t told her yet. He steeled himself, inhaled deeply and said, “I think he messed with the pipes, too.” 
 
    Her face went blank. She stopped rocking, stopped shaking even. Her mouth fell open but it was a few moments before she spoke again. “We have no water?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, no.” 
 
    Her mouth opened again and her tongue traced over her lower lip. She seemed to be shivering, though the flat was anything but cold. “This is serious.” 
 
    He nodded without looking at her. “I know it’s serious. We have no water, we have no food, no way to communicate.” 
 
    “The food’s not important,” she said, shaking her head. “We can go four to six weeks without food. We can only go four to six days without water. Maybe not even that.” 
 
    He said, “I don’t plan on us being confined here that long.” 
 
    “You don’t plan on a lot of things, Craig.  Did you plan on us being imprisoned here at all?” 
 
    “No,” he said, almost under his breath. “Of course not.” I guess I didn’t plan on you leaving me in Hawaii, either, he reflected.  
 
    Still, he felt responsible. Just as he had felt responsible for their situation in Honolulu, for her falling deeply into debt. He had never meant for that to happen either, but it had. And every morning when she got up for work just to buy their food and pay their bills he was racked with an overwhelming guilt that nearly paralyzed him. That was why he had worked so hard writing those novels. Why he had been so devastated when none of the three had sold. He wanted so badly to help, to contribute. To make something of himself, to make her proud. That was why, when he’d failed, he had resolved to kill himself, to put a gun to his throat and to blow his head clear off. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “If our next door neighbor is responsible for all this, then why the hell didn’t Amaro’s associate show up with our money last night?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig gestured toward the bedroom with his chin. “Maybe he tried calling and couldn’t get through. We have no phone. Or maybe Amaro emailed me back saying his associate couldn’t make it last night. We don’t know because we have no Internet.” He sighed and added, “Maybe he’ll be coming by today.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen or heard anyone in or even around this building,” she said, “except for whoever or whatever lives next door.” 
 
    Craig thought about the movers, the indignant locals who had refused to come upstairs. “We’ve only been here about thirty-six hours.” Thirty-six hours. That was how long it had been since he’d last eaten, since that gruesome meatloaf meal on the plane. He had drunk plenty of water yesterday. They had let the kitchen faucet run and the water had turned from beige to crystal clear in less than a minute. He had gulped some down. Amy, too. And with their nerves running so hot neither one of them had been very hungry the rest of the day. But now, nerves or no nerves, he was starving. 
 
    “You didn’t pack any food in the boxes, did you?” She shook her head. 
 
    Whatever was in the kitchen he had thrown out just before he oiled the door. The boxes of cereals and baking mixes, the cans of vegetables and soups. Tossed it all into a big black garbage bag and fired the bag down the chute in the hallway. 
 
    He drew a breath. Glanced out the window. He had to do a double- take. But, sure enough, there she was. Someone other than the dog was in the alley. An old woman on the cobblestones, hobbling by. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Amy shot up off the couch. Moved into the gray light. Stood behind Craig, pushed up on her tip-toes, peered over his shoulder and she saw her, too. An elderly woman in glasses and a kerchief, tottering through the alley, pulling a rusty old cart behind her. 
 
    Craig rapped on the unbreakable glass. Yelled “Senhora!” at the top of his lungs. 
 
    But the old woman didn’t stop. Didn’t look up. Didn’t so much as slow down. 
 
    Amy joined in, slapping her palms against the window, shouting as loud as she could. 
 
    It was no use. They couldn’t be heard. At least not by the old woman. Maybe she was hard of hearing, maybe even deaf. What fucking luck!  
 
    But at least Amy knew now that people passed through the alley. Someone else would walk by and she and Craig would figure on a way to get their attention. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Craig said as he kicked at the wall. “We’re going to starve to death in here.” 
 
    Amy shook her head. “No, we won’t. I told you, eating’s not all that important right now. We’ll die of thirst weeks before we die of hunger.” 
 
    He glared at her, a surge of anger rising like the tide, as though he were thinking, who the hell was she to correct him on anything? “That’s comforting. But right now I’m a lot hungrier than I am thirsty.” 
 
    She backed away from him. “Sometimes thirst can be mistaken for hunger. If you had something to drink you would probably feel a lot better.” 
 
    “But not the port.” His mouth contorted in a look of disgust. “No, not the port.” 
 
    The wine was a liquid, though, and it would help. But not now. Not until they absolutely needed the fluid, and even then they would have to ration it. For now, it was better for him to think that the wine was completely useless. 
 
    “The icebox,” he said. 
 
    She followed his eyes toward the filthy kitchen. “You told me there was nothing in it.” 
 
    “There’s not. But there is some frost stuck to the sides. We can melt it. Have it for lunch.” 
 
    She swallowed and tailed him into the kitchen. He opened the icebox door and stood aside. There was some frost in there. Quite a bit, in fact. Still, it wouldn’t amount to very much water. And there was another problem. The frost was brownish, kind of looked like dirty snow. Like end-of-the-winter slush piled next to the curb on a dirty city street. 
 
    “How do we get it out?” she asked. “Is there a knife?” 
 
    He turned toward one of the drawers, opened it slowly. “I think I saw an icepick in here somewhere.” 
 
    She waited while he rummaged through the drawer then she closed the icebox door. “Let’s wait until later to do this,” she said, as he placed the icepick on top of the counter. “It won’t take long to melt. It’s getting pretty hot in here.” 
 
    “Do with it what you want,” he said, turning away from her. “It’s yours anyway. I can’t touch that stuff. I’d vomit it right back up.” 
 
    She looked at him. Craig seemed too calm, way too calm—at least for him. This was a guy who panicked at the sight of a ladybug. Who couldn’t order his own Chinese food anymore because he’d freeze up on the phone. Maybe the gravity of the situation simply hadn’t kicked in yet. Or maybe he was just overly tired. 
 
    Or maybe it was something else. 
 
    “I need to lie down,” he said, moving out of the kitchen. “Need to rest my eyes a bit.” 
 
    She watched him round the corner, waited until she heard the bedroom door close. Then she slipped into the living room. She knelt by Craig’s luggage, then she set the suitcase on its back and slowly unzipped it so as not to make much noise. Without looking inside the suitcase she poked her hand in and started feeling around. Immediately frustrated, she went ahead and opened the damned thing. 
 
    She didn’t know what she was looking for. Just something. She didn’t know if he still kept a journal, but if Amy had to bet, she would say he did. She knew she hadn’t packed one for him, but he could have easily slipped one of his leather journals into a suitcase before they left for the airport. Right now, she was hoping like hell that he did. She needed some answers. 
 
    But there was nothing in the suitcase other than the clothes she had packed for him. Those and the Gillette Fusion razor and his shaving cream. Nothing else, except for the shirt and pants he wore the day they arrived. She pulled those out and went quickly through each of his pockets. All of them were empty save for some lint. 
 
    She stuffed everything back inside and zipped the suitcase back up. She picked herself up off her haunches and groaned. For the first time ever she felt her age. She ached. In her legs, in her arms, in her lower back. Even in her ankles. Damn, what she wouldn’t do for an Advil. 
 
    Amy could ignore the hunger; she’d done that before. Had built her willpower up as a child. Amy had been chubby as a kid, so chubby in fact that her dad had called her Tubby Two-by-Four. She didn’t mind the teasing at school so much, but her dad—well, that was something different. 
 
    She went on a diet at age thirteen. At least that was what she had called it. Dr. Lennox, her pediatrician, called it anorexia. Ordered her hospitalized the summer before her freshman year at Pawling High School. She went in right after her eighth grade graduation and didn’t come out until Labor Day, three days before high school orientation. Her father never called her Tubby Two-by-Four after that. But he still gave her looks. Looks that told her when she was getting too fat. 
 
    That was when she decided to major in nutrition in college, when she decided she wanted to become a registered dietitian. She would learn all about food science and dieting. She would know the limits of the human body and how to safely control her weight. And, sure enough, even at five-foot-six, she had not topped a hundred and twelve pounds since the day she earned her bachelor’s degree from Kent State. But Amy did need water. Every living thing on the planet did, as far  she knew. She might be able to ignore her hunger but she wouldn’t be able to ignore her thirst. Not for very long anyway. 
 
    She stepped back into the kitchen, opened the icebox and stared at the frost. She closed the icebox door and began opening the drawers. Then the cabinets. Her eyes started tearing again. She raised her head and wiped the tears with the back of her hands. 
 
    That was when she saw the vent on the ceiling directly above her head. It was small, not large enough for a human to crawl into. But even if she couldn’t travel into another apartment, maybe her voice could. She surveyed the counter and found the best place to step. Then she took off her slippers and pulled herself up on sock-covered feet. She nearly slipped. But she grabbed hold of the top of the cabinets and held steady long enough to catch her breath. 
 
    She peered up into the vent. It was grimy and covered with dust. Black inside. Her eyes began to sting and she coughed. Between coughs she hollered. “Hello? Hello? Can anybody hear me?” 
 
    No response. Not that she had really expected any. 
 
    Her dry stinging eyes glossed over the tops of the cabinets as she held on, trying to maintain her balance. They, too, were cruddy, and peppered here and there were tiny brown specks. Ew, rat turds, she thought. 
 
    She squinted. At the far end of the cabinets, she saw something else. A stack of blue plastic playing cards. Who the fuck would place a stack of playing cards up here? She shimmied sideways toward the stack slowly, nearly slipping and falling twice along the way. 
 
    She sniffled. Her nose itched but she couldn’t spare a hand to scratch it. 
 
    Holding back a sneeze by pressing her tongue against the roof of her mouth, she went on. She didn’t think she would touch the deck once she got there. But oddly enough, the cards weren’t dirty. Showed no kind of wear whatsoever. No evidence they had been up there for a very long time. So she reached for them, snatched them between her fingers. 
 
    She lowered herself gently off the counter. Then she fanned the cards out in front of her on the counter near the kitchen sink. There were maybe two dozen playing cards, all blue, all adorned with the Absolut Vodka logo. But it was what was parked in between the cards that got her heart racing. In between the playing cards were five pieces of plastic: two Visas, a MasterCard, a Discover Card, and an American Express. Each of the credit cards bore the same name. 
 
    Each of the cards belonged to Craig Devlin. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    He was too damn hungry to sleep, and too dirty. He felt grimy, as though there were something caked to his flesh, some bacteria or horde of microscopic insects. He sat up in the bed, dug into his pocket and pulled out the Purell. It was only a one-ounce bottle and half of it was gone. He would have to use the sanitizer sparingly from here on out. 
 
    He squeezed a drop into his left hand. Rubbed it against his right, wrung his hands together then let them travel up his forearms, under his short sleeves, up his biceps to his shoulders. He rubbed it on his face and neck. 
 
    The sanitizer reeked of alcohol and he suddenly craved a drink. Better than a drink, a joint. Better than a joint, a bump. A bump of coke would curb his appetite, make the hunger go away. Then he could sleep. Well, he could sleep once the coke wore off anyway. 
 
    He lay his head back down on the pillow and listened to the ceaseless pulsing in his ear. He stuck his index finger into his ear. Tried again to yawn the sensation away. He shifted his jaw, popped his ears. Still the fucking thing kept beating, beating, beating, beating. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    He wondered if it was a tumor whether they could operate. Whether they could remove the cancer, whether he could live a normal life. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    But who was he kidding? He would never survive such a serious surgery. He had passed out when the ER doctor set his pinky finger after a touch football game in high school. When he dislocated his right knee cap during a softball game in college. When he’d pulled a muscle in his chest from lifting weights, for hell’s sake. 
 
    No, if it was a tumor (Or an aneurism.) his life was over. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    He turned over on his side and thought about Danny. How they used to sit up nights with an eightball of cocaine and a case of beer in between them. Watching the same goddamn movies over and over again. Old silly nonsensical flicks like Animal House and Bachelor Party. How they would fire down a bottle of Jack, snort the pile of blow, and then hit the pipe until dawn. How they would refuse to leave Craig’s apartment, even if it meant missing the best parties, even if it meant not getting laid. 
 
    “This is where it’s at,” Danny would say. 
 
    And Craig’s Battery Park apartment was where it was at, where he and Danny spent most of their nights. Even after Danny moved out of the second bedroom and bought a place of his own uptown, Danny would hop the subway every day after work and come on down. Bring with him a big bag of ‘shrooms or some ketamine. Have Ping haul a nitrous oxide tank up from Trenton. 
 
    And each and every night around eleven o’clock they would place a call to Suede. Five bags, they would order, a half dozen vials. Enough coke and crack to last them through dawn. 
 
    It was all good till they started riding the pony. Until they started spiking the vein. 
 
    Craig had just about finally started nodding off when Amy began rapping on the bedroom door. It was a light little rap, a tease, as though she wasn’t really sure whether she wanted in. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Come in,” he said, irritated. 
 
    The rapping paused then started again. This time it was more of a knock. 
 
    “Come in!” he said again. 
 
    The knocking stopped but she didn’t enter. She was probably sulking on the other side of the door because he had raised his voice. She was so damn sensitive. It had gotten so that he couldn’t even joke around with her anymore. Couldn’t tease her or poke fun, couldn’t come up behind her and unhook her bra or pinch her ass or even say something risqué. 
 
    The knocking started up again. This time he held his tongue. 
 
    If she wanted to act like a child then Craig would treat her like one. He would ignore her. Let her knock on the goddamn door until her knuckles turned black and blue. 
 
    The knocking continued. 
 
    She wants you to get angry, he thought. Wants you to lose your temper, to yell and scream and rush at her, so she could go crying to her mother. That’s been her plan all along. To break up and then blame you. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. He put on his best smile and said sweetly, “Come in, baby. The door’s unlocked.” 
 
    The knocking stopped for a moment then the rapping started again. 
 
    This time just three light taps. 
 
    And that was all it took. Craig lost control of himself, felt the words rise in his throat like a dry heave. He screamed, “Come the fuck in, you dumb bitch!” 
 
    The door opened and Amy appeared, wearing a bewildered expression. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    He propped himself up on his elbow, tried to slow down his breathing. “I was...” Confused. But he simply waved the sentence off and lay back down. “Nothing,” he said. Then, “What is it, Amy? What can I do for you?” 
 
    She moved toward the bed and sat down beside him, lay her slender hand on his chest and started massaging him through his white cotton tee shirt. “I just wanted to talk.” 
 
    He sighed, some of the heavy pressure blowing out of him. True, he was quick to anger, but unlike Amy, he was also quick to calm. Quick to forgive and forget, to move on. Except maybe when it came to her damn mother. “We can talk,” he said. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “About us. About our situation.”  
 
    “About being stuck in here?” 
 
    “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. Raising his shirt and rubbing his stomach. Her cool hand felt good against his warm flesh. “Not about that. About what happens when we leave. When we get out of this flat.” He covered his eyes with his arm, drew a long breath and said, 
 
    “Well, that’s up to you.” 
 
    She pulled his arm away from his face. “Look at me,” she said. “I love you.” Her eyes were welling up again. “I’m not going to leave you. Not when we get out of here, not ever. I promise. I swear on my mother.” 
 
    His chest rose. “Then you’re willing to stay here in Portugal with me?” he said. “Really?” 
 
    She nodded her head. “I’ll stay wherever you stay. I’ll go wherever you want to go. I’ll always be by your side, Craig, I promise.” 
 
    He sat up on the bed and hugged her, his sick nauseous stomach swelling with delight. She smelled a bit like sweat from not having showered but he didn’t care. He clutched her to him and wouldn’t let go. He flooded himself with her scent. 
 
    Tears spilled down his own cheeks now. “I love you, too. You don’t know how badly I needed to hear that.” 
 
    Her chin moved up and down against his shoulder. She shook in his arms, her tears seeping through his shirt. “I know,” she whispered. “I know.” 
 
    For a moment everything drifted away. The hunger, the thirst, the exhaustion and restlessness, the stench of vomit escaping under the bathroom door. Even the pulse. He felt perfect, as perfect as he had felt when they first landed in Honolulu two years ago. 
 
    Softly she said, “Let’s go now, Craig. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    It took him a few seconds to comprehend. “Out of the bedroom?” 
 
    She sobbed, shook her head against his chest. “I mean, out of this flat, Craig.” 
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders and held her away. He looked in her reddening face, in her sopping wet eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Let’s leave here,” she said, gently touching his face. “We can go out and find another apartment here in Lisbon, if you want. Or we can go to France or Spain, wherever you decide. Let’s just get the hell out of this flat. Please.” 
 
    He turned his head to one side. “I don’t understand, Amy. What are you saying? That you still think I’m the one keeping us locked up in this place?” 
 
    “Craig, please.” 
 
    He tightened his grip on her shoulders and shook her, shook her hard. “Is that what you’re saying, Amy? Is that what you think?” 
 
    She was bawling now. Trembling on her own again. 
 
    He felt his fingers closing, pressing into her skin. He felt the bone, the cartilage. “Is that why you told me all this? That you love me and want to stay with me?” He felt the color rising in him, felt his own skin growing red. “Is that why you came in here and started touching me?” 
 
    She whimpered, “You’re hurting me.” 
 
    He let go of her and jumped off the bed. “How dare you,” he said with indignation. “I didn’t do this. I’m not the one keeping us here.” 
 
    He gave her one last look then stormed toward the door. 
 
    “Craig!” she bellowed. 
 
    He turned and glared at her as she slunk off the bed and onto the floor. 
 
    “I found your credit cards.”  
 
    He parted his lips to say something but didn’t. Instead he spun around and walked out the door. Then he slammed it behind him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    In the early afternoon, when Amy finally summoned the courage to exit the bedroom, she found Craig seated at the table in front of his laptop. He was actually working through this. Writing his goddamn novel. He didn’t say anything to her as she crossed the room, didn’t so much as look up. He just kept typing. 
 
    Amy moved to the couch. It had to be Craig. He had to be the one to have done this. She wondered briefly if he had been planning it all along. He’d had to. He had everything covered. The door was sealed, the window shut tight and unbreakable. He had sabotaged the phone and Internet service. Threw away the few scraps of food the last tenant had left behind. But what was his end game? Was this his new way of attempting suicide? 
 
    If so, Amy realized, he planned on taking her with him. 
 
    She watched him as he typed. Had he really received an email from Amaro Dias Silva? She hadn’t seen it, he’d only read the message to her. She had watched him send an email to the landlord the previous night. But if he had gone this far in planning all this, maybe he had set up an account and emailed himself. For all she knew there was no Amaro Dias Silva. For all she knew they were squatting in this hellish place! 
 
    Amy’s last best hope was her mother. Her mother hated Craig. She feared him, feared for her only daughter. Of course she wouldn’t let not hearing from Amy slide for very long. She hated that Amy was leaving the States to begin with, deplored the fact that Amy was still with Craig at all. And now she had not heard from Amy in three full days. Surely by this time she was taking some action. Contacting the Portuguese authorities, or she might well even be on her way. Her mother had the address of this blasted building. And that would be all she would need. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe how well the writing was going. The writing had not gone this well since he was scribbling in his notebook on Waikiki Beach, sipping cold Fresca and watching the women in two- piece bikinis walk by. Back then he had attributed his good fortune to the sun, to the ocean, to the mood the beauty of Hawaii had created in him. So then what was spurring him on now? Hell, it didn’t matter. He quickly checked his stats: fourteen thousand words and counting. He saved his work and almost smiled. But he stopped himself in time. He couldn’t smile right now. Amy was watching. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood and moved toward the boxes. Her cell phone, though undoubtedly useless here in Europe, was packed somewhere within. She hunched over the boxes, groaning from the pain in her lower back. Some of the boxes were marked but most of them weren’t. She had lost her enthusiasm for packing and labeling once she had realized she would be doing all of the work herself, that Craig yet again didn’t intend to help. 
 
    She knelt beside a large carton, poked her fingernails under the packing tape and peeled it off. Frrrrrrrrsssssshhhhh. She stole a glance at Craig. He had paused typing when he heard the noise and now he was watching her. She tried to pay him no mind and opened the box. Therein she found his law licenses from the State of New York and the federal courts, along with his college and law school degrees. All were expensively framed and carefully packed as though they were still more than just pieces of paper. 
 
    She stared at the framed documents and wondered briefly what life would have been like if Craig hadn’t quit the law. If they had married right away and stayed in New York. 
 
    She closed that box and moved onto the next. Books. Dozens of trade and mass market paperbacks. Yellowed and musty and dog-eared. She didn’t know why he kept them, what purpose they served. He had read them all and admitted that he would never read them again— there were too many books, he said, and life was too short. So why did he keep these around? 
 
    “What are you looking for?” he asked. She shrugged. “Nothing in particular. Anything we might be able to use, I guess.” 
 
    She pushed aside a box marked Craig’s hardcovers, the lone box he had packed, and found one of hers. She split the tape—pfffffffffftttttt— and peeked inside. Clothes, shoes, a small jewelry box, a photo album, important papers, but no phone. 
 
    The next large box contained more of his things. Manuscripts and research materials, notes and magazines, a set of binoculars and a microcassette recorder. 
 
    “Let me see that,” he said, pointing. “Hand it over.” 
 
    She pushed herself up off the floor and again she felt achy, as though she had been working out all week and her muscles were sore. She handed Craig the microcassette recorder. Then she sat back down and went to work on the next box. 
 
    Craig was playing around with the  buttons, rewinding the tape. “Testing. One. Two. Three,” he said. “Testing. One. Two. Three.” 
 
    She slit the packing tape with her nail. This time she brightened. Inside this box were her diplomas, her cookbooks, her hats and scarves, and somewhere within she knew she would find her cell phone. She vividly recalled packing her cell phone with these very things. 
 
    “Testing. One. Two. Three,” echoed Craig’s voice from the recorder. “Testing. One. Two. Three.” 
 
    She fished out the accessories, books and framed photos, and set them all on the floor around her. Then she dug deeper, using her fingers to feel around. Strangely, her fingers felt arthritic. It was the very sensation her grandmother described in the years before she died—a dull, achy pain and substantial stiffness in her joints. After a few minutes of fishing, Amy finally felt the phone in her hand and gasped as she pulled it free. 
 
    The LG cell phone was broken into two pieces, the top snapped off from the bottom, hanging together now by a thin piece of film. Her small hope that the device would somehow work in Europe, work in the Alfama, work in this very flat—at least the European equivalent of 911, whatever that was—had been dashed. 
 
    She glanced over at Craig. The bastard was typing again. Had he seen it? No, she didn’t think he had seen her pull out the phone. She gave it some thought and then jumped up, ignoring the pain that shot up her legs. 
 
    “Craig!” She held up her cell, holding it together so that he couldn’t see that it was in pieces. “Great news! I got a text message from my mom last night. I’ve got no cell service now but the text says she’ll be here today, sometime this afternoon. She knows where we are.” She forced a big, bright smile. “We’re going to be all right!” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes narrowed, his mouth ajar. “That’s great, Amy. I can’t believe the text went through.” He grinned back at her. “Verizon said we wouldn’t have any kind of service here. Hell, I didn’t even bring my phone.” He got up from his chair, walked to the window and pressed his head against the pane. He stood there some time then said, “First thing I’m going to do is go next door and kick our neighbor’s ass from here to Barcelona.” 
 
    She stuffed the cell back into the box and took a tentative step toward him. “You’re really convinced it’s him?” 
 
    “I’d bet my life on it.”  
 
    What if it was the neighbor? she thought. What then? Would they ever get out? Was this maniac on the other side of the wall willing to let them die? Willing to essentially murder them, to entomb them in this horrid space until they dried up?  For what? For banging on the damned wall a few times? 
 
    If it was the neighbor, then there had to be others. Surely someone would hear them if they were to scream as loud as they could against the door. If they were to stand by and guard the peephole, then surely they would eventually see someone out in the hall. 
 
    Their flat was at the end of the corridor, so no one lived on the other side of the living room wall. But there was an apartment directly across from them. They could see it through the peephole. Maybe someone lived there. 
 
    She turned her head toward the bedroom to a sound and Craig did the same. It was the fado music again, battling its way through the far wall. Another sad, soulful tune accompanied by Portuguese lyrics about either love or death or longing or loss. 
 
    “You see?” Craig said. “He’s taunting us.” 
 
    It was maybe more frightening if it was the neighbor and not Craig. The enemy you know is better than the one you don’t….Craig at least she could make a plea to. Craig she could beg. Craig would at least be dying of thirst alongside her; if he were suffering badly enough he could change his mind, even decide that he wanted to live. 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” Craig said. 
 
    If indeed it wasn’t Craig then they would need some outside help. Either from Amaro or his associate, from the authorities or someone else, someone in the alley, someone in the hallway, someone that might be able to see them through their window or hear them screaming for help. 
 
    She jumped. 
 
    There was a loud knocking, a pounding sound coming now from the front door. 
 
    She looked over at Craig. He beamed at her. 
 
    “Answer it,” he said excitedly. “Your mother! That’s gotta be her.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Amy’s high-pitched scream filled the room as she frantically backed away from the door. 
 
    Craig rushed to her, took her into his arms. Felt her body shaking against his, convulsing in his grip. “What?” he shouted over her shrieking. “What is it? What did you see?” 
 
    She buried her face in his chest. When she spoke her words were muffled by his shirt. “...the peephole,” she said, her voice cracking. “I saw...I saw...” She was shaking harder now, her face burning hot against his bare arms. The fado music traveled unabated from the bedroom. The knocking had ceased. “I saw...” she said again. “It was...” Crying hysterically now. “Craig, it was...me.” 
 
    “You?” he said. “Amy, you’re...” 
 
    “No!” she screamed. “I swear. It was me. I was naked and my body was all burnt and bloody and my face was...It was melting and my head was shaking, almost spinning, back and forth so fast it made me dizzy. And then she—and then I—started climbing up the wall in the hallway like some kind of spider... Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my...” 
 
    “Calm down, calm down.  He , rocked her gently, shaking now a bit himself. “Take it easy, Amy. Take it easy.” He stared over her shoulder at the door. “You haven’t eaten anything, sweetie. You haven’t eaten a goddamn thing in what, three days? You’re hungry. In fact, you’re starving, baby. And you’re under a tremendous amount of stress. You’re hallucinating. That’s all.” 
 
    “Craig, I saw myself,” she cried. “Plain as day.” 
 
    “I believe you. But that’s exactly what a hallucination is.” 
 
    He felt her shaking her head against his chest. He looked toward the door again. “Let me take a peek,” he said, gently peeling her off him. “I’ll  see if there’s anything out there.” 
 
    Slowly he made his way toward the door. He was anxious, more anxious than he should have been considering he knew she was hallucinating, knew he would find nothing unusual on the other side of the door. Unless, of course, their neighbor was going high-tech, projecting freakish images on the far hallway wall. 
 
    But when he placed his eye against the peephole, Craig saw nothing but the grim hall. 
 
    “The hallway’s empty, sweetheart,” he called over his shoulder. “There’s nothing and no one out there.” 
 
    “Then who or what knocked?” Her voice was no calmer than before. 
 
    Craig checked the peephole again. “It had to be our friend next door. The bastard is playing games with us.” 
 
    Amy sunk to her knees before him on the floor. “I’m so scared.” 
 
    He lowered himself on his haunches and held her again. “Don’t be. This will all be over soon. Your mother will get here, she’ll get us help, she’ll get us out. Then we’ll go right to the authorities and get this guy locked up.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, weeping still.  
 
    “Don’t know what, dear?” 
 
    “I don’t know if my mother is coming.” 
 
    He placed his fingers beneath her quivering chin and lifted her face up to meet his. “Of course she’s coming. She sent you a text message.” 
 
    Amy shut her eyes, shook her head. “She didn’t. I made it up.” “Made it up?” 
 
    “I thought it was you,” she cried. “I thought you were keeping me here. I thought maybe if you thought she was coming you would let me go.” She started shaking violently again. 
 
    He swallowed hard then hugged her. He started weeping himself. “How could you think it was me?” he said. “How did you think I could do that to you?” 
 
    She opened her red and moist eyes. Her nose was still swollen but not quite as much as the day before. “I don’t know. I just know you love me so much. So much. I just figured you would do anything you could to keep me here.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply. “But I wouldn’t imprison you, Amy. I want you to be happy more than anything. I want you to be with me, yes, but I need you to want to be with me. And I sure as hell wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize your life.” 
 
    “But...” she said, her lower lip quivering. “But the credit cards...” 
 
    Craig nodded and looked away. “I’m sorry. I found them when we got back to the flat that night. They were in my carry-on. I must have taken them out of my wallet and slipped them into a compartment, so I wouldn’t have to carry around that bulky leather case in my back pocket during the seven-hour flight. The gypsies who lifted my wallet got nothing but my driver’s license and my old attorney ID. I should have told you. But I knew what you would think. That’s why I tossed the cards up there on top of the cabinets. I apologize, Amy. It was stupid. Beyond stupid.” 
 
    She fell into his arms again. He held her, rocked her back and forth on the living room floor as the fado music serenaded them. 
 
    He tried to think of ways he could calm her. But in his ear the pulse started beating again. Regardless of whether they were rescued, whether their twisted next door neighbor came to his senses and let them out, for Craig, at least, time was short. Even if he survived this captivity, the pulsing was insistent. The pulsing was clear. He wouldn’t survive long after they got out. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    He had to write while he still had the time. 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    He gave her one last squeeze and rose to his knees. Then he stood up. He had some sixty thousand words left to write. And he didn’t know how much time he had left. Because with an aneurism you never really knew. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    By evening Amy had calmed down some. Once the fado music had finally stopped, she rested in the living room on the couch while Craig tapped away on his laptop. She didn’t like that he was working, didn’t at all understand how he was even able to work, but in the end the familiar sound of his fingers dancing along the keyboard actually had a tranquilizing effect and allowed her to sleep. 
 
    A few minutes ago Craig had woken her and said he was off to lie down on the bed. Said he spent the last half hour going through the flat’s drawers and closets and he was exhausted. She asked and he had showed her what he had found. 
 
    It wasn’t much. In the bedroom he had discovered some spare blankets and sheets, a few paper-thin pillows. Some clothes, mostly women’s dresses but a few men’s shirts and pairs of pants. All old and ragged, outdated. Nothing else of any consequence. In the hall closet off the living room he’d had more success. There he found a small black and white television set. Attached to it were a pair of rabbit ears and a dusty VCR. Probably one of the first ever made, he’d said. 
 
    He had also found a radio, a Victrola and a cassette player, though he had yet to try any of them out. In addition, he had discovered a black metal lockbox. Using the icepick from the kitchen he had been able to pry the lockbox open. Inside were four old black spiral notebooks, each filled from cover to cover with what looked like a male’s neat handwriting. They appeared to be journals. Written, of course, in Portuguese. 
 
    In short, Craig had found nothing that could in any way help them escape, short of cannibalizing the electronics in order to MacGyver them into a working two-way radio, but he was a writer, not an electrical engineer. 
 
    The rumbling in Amy’s stomach returned again. It was the same dreaded sound her stomach had made almost daily in high school while she was on her perpetual diet. She hated that sound, was embarrassed by it even now. 
 
    She also needed a bathroom, and not just to pee. She had been holding her breath against the stench of vomit in the toilet  and urinating in the shower up until this point. But what she had to do now—what she’d had to do since yesterday afternoon—she couldn’t do in the shower. She doubled over on the couch and willed herself to hold it in. She was a dietitian; she’d studied this stuff. She knew precisely what would happen. She would hold it until the urge left her and then she would become constipated. 
 
    She tried to take her mind off of it. Tried to think of something pleasant. Christmas at her parents’ house in Pawling when she and her brother were children racing down the stairs for first shot at the presents under the tree. The Cabbage Patch dolls and Milton Bradley board games and thousand-piece puzzles for her, the G.I. Joe action figures and Topps baseball cards and Atari video games for him. But the pleasant memories wouldn’t last. Every memory she conjured was swiftly replaced by the image of herself, naked and ruined in the hallway, that she had seen through the peephole. Was that really a hallucination? 
 
    She stood. Her legs seemed to be feeling worse every hour. They could barely hold her up anymore. She stumbled back toward the boxes and gently set herself down on the floor. 
 
    Most of the boxes were open by now. Only a few remained sealed. None of them really served any purpose anymore but she wanted to keep herself busy. Wanted to keep her mind off of her hunger, off of her sharpening stomach pains. Off of the fact that she could hardly walk anymore. 
 
    She slit a seal on one of the boxes with her fingernails. Inside were some of Craig’s clothes, those that didn’t fit in his suitcase. A couple of sweaters and sweatshirts but mostly cheap ringer tee shirts and torn denim jeans. That was what he wore these days. No more Louis Vuitton suits with expensive silk ties. No more cashmere overcoats and Kenneth Cole shoes. Craig said he wasn’t interested in “things” anymore. Craig the fierce trial lawyer had basically become a communist. 
 
    All right, maybe that wasn’t fair. But he certainly didn’t want the life they had originally envisioned together. Didn’t want the Jag or the mansion in an elite northern New Jersey suburb. Wasn’t interested in country clubs or posh restaurants, any of the things her mother had so desired for her. The big wedding. The summer house in the Hamptons or even down the shore. 
 
    She thought about it. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe her mother had it all wrong, at least when it came to what was important in life. Really, what was the sense in wanting more, more, more? 
 
    Amy pushed the box aside and pulled forward another. It was the box marked Craig’s hardcovers. She slit the seal and opened it. Reached in and pulled out the top three books, all classics. She looked inside. Picked out the next three books. Beneath what was left of the pile she saw something shiny. She dug out more books and set them next to her on the floor. 
 
    At the bottom of the box was a small but heavy metal case. A lockbox similar except in color to the one Craig had found in the flat. She grabbed hold of its handle with both hands and yanked it out. 
 
    She placed the beige lockbox on the floor between her legs and looked around. Listened for Craig. Then she pushed herself up and went into the kitchen, retrieved the icepick from the wooden drawer and brought it with her back into the living room. She lowered herself onto the carpet again. 
 
    It took all of eight minutes but she pried it open. At first she had tried to inflict as little damage as possible. She was worried Craig would have one of his shit fits. Then she measured his reaction against the reality of her situation—their situation—and thought, what the hell. She finally went to work on the lockbox like she meant it. Now the lockbox, when closed, looked as though it had a mouth. A mouth with some very ugly, sharp fangs for teeth. 
 
    In the lockbox were eight unmarked videocassette tapes, two stacks, each of them four cassettes high. She sighed. She had been hoping to find his journals. 
 
    It was odd though that he would be carrying around videocassettes in the age of DVDs and streaming video. In the three years she had been with him, they had never once popped a movie or anything else into the VCR. In fact, she couldn’t remember if they had even owned a VCR in Hawaii. 
 
    She looked toward the open closet door. But we have one now, she thought. 
 
    This wasn’t like her, not like her at all. She always respected people’s privacy, especially Craig’s. And she greatly valued her own. She always made her personal phone calls from her private office at work or from her car, and she usually went for a walk when Craig made his. She had been indignant when she caught him going through her emails and reading her journals. Hell, she didn’t even like when he hung around the bedroom while she dressed. 
 
    But something about these videotapes compelled her to stick one in the VCR. 
 
    It took her less than a minute to set things up. The television and VCR were already connected to each other and only had to be moved out of the closet and plugged in. She made sure the volume was muted then turned on the power. The screen turned from black to snowy white then she pushed the tape into the recorder and pressed the play button. 
 
    She couldn’t believe what she saw. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the bedroom Craig placed the last Xanax beneath his tongue and savored its acrid taste. He had been eating the tranquilizers like candy, popping them without even thinking about it, and now there weren’t any left. Though the pills hadn’t helped him much in the sleep department, they sure as hell had calmed his nerves. Now that they were gone, he wondered how he would handle whatever came next. 
 
    The bedroom was getting warmer and warmer. He had tried the thermostat but it had no effect. He was out of his clothes now, dressed only in light blue boxers. Still beneath his head the pillow was damp with sweat. 
 
    (“Get the fuck over here! I’ve got the blow dryer!”) 
 
    He was up to nineteen thousand words and he busied his mind with that, dictating notes and ideas into the microcassette recorder now glued to his left hand. Letters from Lisbon was shaping up to be everything he had dreamed and more. 
 
    But how much longer could he work like this? He’d heard of the starving artist, but this was ridiculous. Without food, without water, without sleep. Without a place to shit. He wasn’t even a quarter into the book and already his body was shutting down. He needed some air conditioning, a working toilet, something to eat and drink. 
 
    He heard Amy in the living room, moving some things around. What was she up to? Why couldn’t she just come in here and lie down? She always had to be doing something. And that something might now include going through his things. Nosy-ass bitch. 
 
    He tried to rise but found he didn’t have the strength. His head fell back to the pillow and stayed there. His fingers went limp and the microcassette recorder dropped from his hand and onto the bed. His toes curled, his eyelids fluttered. His body started to shake. 
 
    (It’s an aneurism.) 
 
    The room was spinning and his ear was pulsing, the sweat pouring down his face. He tried to scream but as though in a dream not a sound would leave his mouth. Suddenly, his jaw shut  like a steel trap and his teeth sunk into his tongue. He felt his mouth fill with blood, warm and salty. It disgusted him that it reminded him he was hungry, that it almost seemed like a beverage to his famished palate. Still, he swallowed it down, finding comfort in the mere act of swallowing something, revolting as it was. 
 
    And then from beneath him he felt a set of hands or paws scratching and clawing their way out of the mattress, raking his neck and back. 
 
    The phone started ringing. 
 
    Against the bedroom door Craig could hear a distant but insistent tapping, against the wall a constant rapping, while fado music came from all around. Then the lamp flickered and the dresser and armoire drawers began opening and closing on their own. The room itself began to  shake. 
 
    Half-conscious and without warning, Craig vomited onto his chest, and defecated in the bed. He twisted his neck and arched his back, choking on the stench. 
 
    Then it all stopped. The lamp bulb burst with a pop. And everything in the room went as black as space. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the living room Amy was into the wine, sucking at it straight from the bottle. Fast-forwarding through the second tape. She was breathing heavily, her cheeks tinged an angry red. 
 
    On the black and white screen was Craig’s Battery Park apartment. Craig’s Battery Park bedroom, Craig’s Battery Park bed. And on the bed was Craig. Craig and some red-headed slut he called Kerry, naked as jay birds and doing the deed. 
 
    She had scanned the entire six hours of the first tape and half of the second and so far it was all the same. All that changed were the women and the positions, and sometimes the number of sluts on the bed. Several times there were two women and once there were three. Doing things Amy couldn’t believe. 
 
    The tapes were made before she had met him—she could tell by the sheets. She had raised the volume and there was talk of the law, of his practice, so they pre-dated her but not by long. Regardless of when they were recorded, they still made Amy feel even more ill. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t shut the screen off, couldn’t even turn from it. She had to see each tape through to the end. So she watched him get sucked, watched him fuck, watched him drink and do drugs with women she had never seen before and would never see again. 
 
    All the while she kept swigging the wine, the thick red port sliding down her chin. Still, the alcohol that poured down her throat and into her empty stomach was more than enough to do the trick. 
 
    Within ten minutes she was drunk. Within twenty she was sick. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Hours later Craig lay on his back on the bare mattress in the pitch black bedroom with Amy snoring at his side. The fado traveled softly through the wall. He couldn’t see the clock but he guessed it was around midnight. Amy had been sleeping for about the past half hour. 
 
    He had woken in the dark about two hours ago covered in his own vomit, lying in his own feces. He dry-heaved, nearly vomited again from the stench. He moved from the bed, careful not to make more of a mess, and headed for the bathroom before he remembered they had no water. 
 
    He began to panic, almost to cry, the pulse pounding in his ear, the vomit dripping down his stomach, excrement sliding down his thighs. He moved toward the lamp, felt along the dresser for its base and came away with sharp stabbing pains in his left palm. With his right hand he picked out the tiny pieces of glass, what was left of the bulb. 
 
    He stepped into the bathroom and turned on the light. Pulled a towel off the rack and wiped himself down, retching all the while. He left the bathroom door open, the light on, and went back into the bedroom to retrieve his Purell. It took twenty-two minutes and the rest of the bottle, but by the time he was finished he felt relatively fresh. Almost clean, even. He rolled the soiled sheets into a ball and tossed them into the shower along with his boxers. Then he moved back into the bedroom and shut the door against the smell. 
 
    It was then that Amy stepped in, head down, face pointed toward the floor. In the glow of the light from the living room he saw that she, too, was naked. Naked…and drunk. She reeked of port wine and stumbled as she moved toward him, slurring words he had never heard from her mouth before. “I need to get fucked,” she said, reaching for him, staggering still toward him. “I want your fucking cock .” 
 
    She faltered, almost fell, and Craig extended his arms to catch Her. When he did she clutched him with surprising strength and threw him effortlessly onto the bed, onto the bare mattress with its lingering scent of shit. She climbed atop him and forced her tongue into his mouth, probing with an unprecedented hunger. She straddled him and sucked at his tongue and bit hard on his upper lip. He screamed and tried to maneuver out from under her, but she pinned down his arms and her hundred and twelve pounds atop his pelvis seemed like at least double that. 
 
    “Fuck me, fuck me,” she breathed, spittle landing on his face, in his eyes, stinging them, as he tried to push her off. And then his cock somehow swelled, somehow hardened. Somehow it found its way inside her and Amy took him, rode him, cursed him, dug her nails into his chest until he bled. 
 
    It occurred to him now as he lay next to her in the darkness that he had been raped. Violated in a way he had never fathomed. He was incensed, but even more than that he was befuddled. Even drunk Amy had never acted anything like that. 
 
    Once she had come she turned right over and fell asleep, without a kiss, without a “goodnight,” without so much of a mention of the stench or a question as to what had happened to the sheets. For that he was grateful, though he dreaded explaining come morning. He was sickened and embarrassed by what he had done. 
 
    He had obviously overdosed on the Xanax, put himself into too deep a sleep. The tranquilizers coupled with consecutive days of exhaustion had simply proved too much for his body to handle. The defecation was to be expected, considering he had now gone two days without a Vicodin and was officially in withdrawal. It may have triggered the vomiting, too. 
 
    Craig closed his eyes. Listened to the fado. Beneath the soothing sound of the haunting music he heard a whisper. He turned over, rested his hand on Amy’s naked arm and listened. 
 
    “Deixe-me empaz,” she murmured. “Nome toque.” 
 
    It was no surprise that Amy was speaking in her sleep, no surprise that she was speaking in what, to him, sounded like gibberish. What bothered Craig was her voice. It sounded somehow rougher, older even. Like the voice of someone who had been smoking for decades. 
 
    He shook her gently. “Amy?” he said. 
 
    She didn’t stir. “Chamo-me Fatima,” she whispered. “De onde é que voce é?” 
 
    He shook her a little harder. “Sweetheart, wake up.” 
 
     “Desculpa,” she spoke more urgently. “No falo inglês. Socorro, por favor. Ajude-me!” 
 
    Craig began to panic. Something about her voice, about her tone wasn’t quite right. He had been listening to her talk in her sleep for three long years and she had never sounded like this. Never sounded worried or scared. 
 
    He shook her again. “Wake up, baby,” he said, propping himself on his elbows. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Chieira mal,” she muttered. “Temos insectos, ratos. Temos baratas.” Craig breathed heavily, inhaled the stench from the bathroom and gagged. He sat up in the bed. In the darkness he listened to her whisper, her voice barely audible over the fado still seeping through the bedroom wall. He tugged at her arm, turned her over so that her open eyes were facing his. The light from the living room was just enough so that he could see her lips moving. 
 
    “No consigo dormir,” she said. “O quarto é muito quente, muito barulhento. O quarto é muito sujo.” 
 
    Craig finally recognized some of the words. The room, she was saying, was too hot, too noisy, too dirty. She couldn’t sleep. But she was asleep. Asleep and speaking a language she didn’t know. 
 
    On his knees atop the bare mattress, hovering over Amy, he buried his fingers in his sweat-drenched hair and held back a scream. 
 
    (“Get the fuck over here! I’ve got the blow dryer!”) 
 
    In his ear the pulse that started three days ago on the plane intensified, beat like a steel drum inside his head. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    He didn’t know what to do, whether to yell at her, to slap her, to push her off the bed and onto the floor. Was it dangerous to wake her? Was she delusional or dying? Was she hallucinating? Was he hallucinating? What was happening to them in this fucking flat? 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    He leapt off the bed and moved quickly toward the bathroom. He swung open the door and held his breath against the stench. Flipped on the light and went back into the bedroom, leaving the door open just enough for some light to spill in. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    He dropped to his knees in front of the bed and stared at Amy, at her paper-pale winter face and drying lips, at her swollen nose and puffy eyes. He shook her again. 
 
    “Lava louça no funciona,” she was whispering. “Lavatórios, chuveiro no funciona. No ha agua. No ha agua!” 
 
    Under the panic, he felt a surge of regret for bringing her to Lisbon. As the sweat dripped into his eyes, he experienced a sharp pang of guilt. He had been selfish, narcissistic even, yanking Amy out of her element and dragging her across the Atlantic to Europe. But then he wouldn’t have had to do that had she stayed with him in Hawaii. If she hadn’t left him they would be in Honolulu still, in that beautiful Waikiki condo overlooking the tropical Pacific. This wasn’t his fault, it was hers. And more than hers, it was her mother’s. That old meddling bitch was responsible for all this, not him. 
 
    Her mother had been the one who ripped Amy away from him. Her mother had been the one who stole her from paradise and brought her back to that living hell. That was why they were here in Portugal. Her fucking mother. She might as well have sabotaged their pipes, wiped out their phone and Internet, and interred them inside this bloody flat herself. 
 
    He turned his head sideways and felt his ear lobes get hot and he tried to calm himself down. But there were no more Xanax, no more Vicodin, no water, no food, no nothing in this sorry excuse for a home. He listened to her whispering. Three fucking years with hardly a word and now she wouldn’t shut the fuck up. 
 
    “...nopossoabrir a porta. Nopossoabrir a janela. No posso abrir a porta. No posso abrir a janela. No posso abrir a porta...” 
 
    He couldn’t take it anymore. Couldn’t listen to another goddamn word. He stood up and started pacing the length of the bedroom, screaming at the top of his lungs and drowning out her whispers, drowning out the fado, cursing her, cursing her mother, cursing the next door neighbor, cursing Amaro Dias Silva and his associate, cursing himself. 
 
    Still she didn’t wake, didn’t stop her whispering, which had morphed now into an urgent whisper-scream. “Pare com isso! Chega! Vouchamar a policia!” 
 
    He squatted on his haunches in front of her and reached for her throat. He squeezed it, gently at first, then harder, then moved his hands up toward her mouth. 
 
    “No! No!” she whispered, her eyes fixed to a spot just above his head. “Fumo! Fumo!” 
 
    He covered her lips to stop her from speaking but they kept moving beneath his hand. 
 
    “Fogo! Fogo! FOGO!” 
 
    He squeezed her cheeks with all his might and yelled again at the top of his lungs. “Amy! Wake up! Wake up! Wake the fuck up!” 
 
    The whispering suddenly ceased and so did the fado. The room fell silent and Amy’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her lids fluttered and she seemed to come awake just then. 
 
    “Amy, can you hear me? Please tell me you can hear me?” he begged. 
 
    In the bleak light her eyes fell on him but her gaze remained utterly blank, devoid of all recognition. Her dry lips parted and she seemed to be trying to speak. 
 
    He reached out and pulled her naked body to him. He rubbed her back and felt her heat. Her skin burned hot. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” he said, rocking her gently. “Everything will be all right. “He could hear her whimpering in his ear, crying softly. “You’re fine, Amy. Just fine. You were just whispering in your sleep.” 
 
    Her muscles immediately tightened and she shivered in his arms. She pushed herself back from him and looked squarely into his eyes with that same blank stare. When she spoke, her voice was hers but it sounded low and distant as a voice might sound in a dream. 
 
    “The dead don’t whisper,” she said flatly. “They scream.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty-six hours have passed since the tremors, and Xavier’s mother hasn’t come home. He remains in the flat alone, watching out the window as fires rage across the city of Lisbon. 
 
    Xavier is scared. He is trapped in the flat and no one has come to check on him. With all the destruction the city has suffered, it is no wonder. He isn’t even sure whether potential rescuers can gain access to his building. Most of the surrounding structures have been reduced to rubble. Those that still stand are engulfed  in flames. 
 
    There is no water in the flat, and Xavier is parched. His throat is dry and his mouth feels as though it is filled with cotton. Briefly he cries. But then he turns back to his drawings. 
 
    Xavier draws what he has seen, what he has felt. He draws a picture of himself in the flat with pieces of ceiling falling down all around him, with walls that shake and a door that has twisted grotesquely in its frame. He draws what he has seen outside his window—buildings in mid- collapse, flames that reach up for the sky, smoke thick and black enough to choke an entire city. 
 
    Xavier writes his thoughts on the back of these drawings as best he can. Yesterday he expressed worry, today he expresses fear. He hopes he will no longer have to draw pictures tomorrow. He hopes his mother will come home and take him away from here. 
 
    What is keeping her? If only she had come home the night before the quake. She would know what to do, she would get them out of here. What was so interesting about these men that kept her away all night? What did they provide that Xavier couldn’t? 
 
    Xavier’s mother never speaks about her men. Well, only the one— Xavier’s father. She speaks of him all the time, calls him a bastard. And when Xavier misbehaves, his mother calls him a bastard, too. Says he is just like his no-good father. “Cut from the same cloth” is the phrase she sometimes uses. 
 
    She often reminds Xavier that he was an “accident.” This, Xavier doesn’t quite understand. An accident? Like the time he knocked over that jar of cookies in the kitchen? An accident, like the time he peed in his pants? 
 
    As he draws, Xavier’s stomach grumbles and he tells it to shut up. Tells his stomach there is nothing he can do about his hunger; they will both have to wait. Xavier’s mother will be home soon. She will bring food. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    He stood by the window in the early morning light, watching steam rise up from the grate in the alley. He scratched at his face. It had been three days since he shaved and the coarse growth was itching, irritating his skin. He was parched. His lips were dry and cracking and felt alien against his tongue. His head ached. From the top of his eyes to the base of his neck was just one great length of pain. He ran his fingers through his shaggy damp hair and wiped away some of the sweat with his sleeve. The flat was getting hotter and hotter and it was becoming more and more difficult to breathe. 
 
    But at least he was writing. In fact, he had written nearly seven thousand words last night, which meant that nearly a third of the book was completed. One  third of the book in just three days was unprecedented; that much typically took him a month. 
 
    Amy was still asleep in the bedroom and he didn’t want to wake her. But he did want to pound against the front door with his fists and scream at the top of his lungs. Someone other than their next door neighbor had to live on their floor and he was sure that at the crack of dawn someone would hear him and come to their aid. Time was quickly slipping away. This would be their second day without water, their third without food. 
 
    And Amy, it seemed, was losing her mind. Any way he looked at it, she had sexually assaulted him last night. And she had been speaking in Portuguese. In her sleep. She had been speaking about the dead. 
 
    (“The dead don’t whisper. They scream.”) 
 
    Clearly she wasn’t right in the head. She had hallucinated earlier in the day, had acted like a complete loon last night. Maybe it was the thirst or the hunger, or maybe it was shock inducing delirium. Whatever it was, she needed serious medical help and fast. He probably did too, for that matter. 
 
    He picked up his microcassette recorder and clicked it on, put the microphone to his mouth. He parted his lips to speak into it, then he set it back down. 
 
    When the hell did she learn how to speak Portuguese? 
 
    He searched around for his phrase book. Maybe she was just uttering random words here and there, common phrases she had picked up from his travel guide. The room is too hot. That was common enough. Too noisy. Not so difficult. The room is too dirty. Why not? But No consigo dormir? I can’t sleep? Where did the hell did she learn that? He finally found the phrase book under a pillow on the couch. So she had been looking at it while he was asleep. He sat on the sofa and started flipping through the pages, trying to remember what else she said. 
 
    Chiera mal. That had stood out. Mal, he knew, meant bad. But what about chiera? He found the phrase. It smells. It smells bad. He thought about the vomit, about the feces, and was ashamed of himself again. 
 
    He tried to remember what else she had said. His mind was fuzzy. And he hadn’t really been paying attention when she first started mumbling in her sleep. Had thought she was just speaking gibberish. But toward the end he had listened quite carefully. And he had a fairly good ear for language. 
 
    What was it she kept repeating? 
 
    Porta. He skimmed a few pages. Found it. Porta. Door. What about it? No posso. I can’t. I can’t what? Abrir. Open. I can’t open the door. Jesus, what else? Janela. She kept saying janela, too. No possoa brir a janela. I can’t open. I can’t open what? He followed his finger down the page. Window. I can’t open the window. 
 
    That was what she had been repeating over and over again. I can’t open the door. I can’t open the window. I can’t open the door. I can’t open the window. 
 
    He looked up from the book, tried to picture her sitting alone in the living room learning these Portuguese words, deciphering how to string them together as sentences. He couldn’t see it. But somehow she’d done it. And in only a few hours. While throwing back two bottles of port wine. 
 
    What else had she said? 
 
    He stood from the couch and stepped over to the table, stared down at the microcassette recorder, wishing he had taped her last night. First he noticed that the button was pressed down, then he saw the red blinking eye. The recorder was running. That’s right, he thought, lightly smacking himself in the head. He’d clicked it on to dictate some notes, had forgotten to click it back off. He did that now. 
 
    A few moments later Amy stepped out of the bedroom. She was dressed now in nightclothes and her hair was a mess. Her eyes were small and bloodshot and she looked as though she hadn’t slept. She held her hand against her forehead. 
 
    “What happened last night?” she said. 
 
    Craig pursed his dry, cracked lips. “You don’t remember?” She shook her head. “What happened to the sheets?” 
 
    He scratched at the growth of beard beneath his chin. “You, um, you had an accident, baby.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “A couple of them actually. It was coming out both ends.” He stepped around the boxes and moved toward her. “It’s all right. I cleaned you up with the last of my Purell and you’re fresh as a daisy now.” He tried to smile. “Good as new.” 
 
    The waterworks started again. “I’m so, so sorry,” she said. He reached for her “Don’t sweat it, honey.” 
 
    She sobbed harder. “But it smells so bad in there.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “Really. It’s not your fault. You just drank too much.” 
 
    “Oh my god. How the hell are we going to get out of here, Craig?” 
 
    He clenched his teeth, pulled back and looked at her, tried to think of something comforting to say. Then he caught something out of the corner of his eye. Outside the window, down in the alley, hustling along the cobblestones toward the street. It was a man, a young man of maybe twenty-two or twenty-three, dressed in a light black coat and a pair of shabby blue jeans. Craig tore himself from her, went to the window and began pounding as hard as he could against the pane. 
 
    “Senhor!” he shouted. “Up here!” 
 
    Amy joined him, smacking against the glass with the palms of her hands, screaming inches from Craig’s ear. “Help!” she yelled. “Help us! Up here!” 
 
    Together they hollered until they were hoarse. They punched at the window until the young man disappeared. 
 
    Craig stood back, hunched over with his hands on his knees. The man hadn’t heard them. Or if he had, he hadn’t let on. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Amy shouted, crying again. 
 
    Craig took deep breaths, fighting the panic that set in. Think, you son of a bitch, think... His heart pounded in his chest and he feared he would hyperventilate. He was resilient, skilled in problem-solving, resourceful; if anyone could escape this fucking prison it was him. But his mind, his mind was clouded, his thoughts floating away like helium balloons cut from their strings. How could he wrap his mind around a solution when he couldn’t concentrate? 
 
    Finally he lifted his eyes from the floor, looked wildly around the room. What did he have to work with? Luggage, boxes, clothes, books, furniture. After a few moments, he focused on the front door. 
 
    “Let’s try something.”  
 
    He located the nearest legal pad and tore off the top yellow page. Then he moved toward his luggage and dug into his carry-on for a Sharpie. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Here.” He held the items out to her and guided her back over to the table. He took the piece of paper out of her hand and set it down flat. Then he held the table steady with his hands. “Write a message,” he said. She uncapped the Sharpie and the smell of the marker hit his nostrils like a piece of lead. He and his friends had used these markers in middle school to get a quick, cheap and easy high. These and whipped cream cans and cough medicines and glue. 
 
    “What should I write?” she asked. 
 
    He looked up at her. “Just, you know, tell whoever finds the message what’s wrong. That we’re trapped in our flat. That we need help.” His throat was sore and it hurt to speak. “Keep it short and simple.” 
 
    Her right hand was shaking; she tried to steady it with her left. She started writing. 
 
    Help! We’re trap 
 
    Craig yanked the sheet of yellow paper from under her hand. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m writing what you told me to write.” 
 
    He swallowed hard and scratched at his face. “You’re writing in English. The message can’t be in English. It has to be in Portuguese.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped and her eyebrows shot inwardly. “Well, how the hell do you want me to do that? I don’t know Portuguese.” 
 
    “You know enough.”  He  tore off another piece of paper and set it down, smoothing it out flat. “Just write down what you were saying last night.” 
 
    She capped the Sharpie and bounced it off the table. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He slapped his palm down against the splintered wood and let fly an exasperated sigh. “I know you’ve been studying the phrase book, Amy. You were speaking the language pretty goddamn fluently last night in your sleep.” 
 
    “In my sleep?” 
 
    He exhaled. “Look, we don’t have time for this.” He hurried over and grabbed the phrase book off the couch. He set it open on the table and leafed through the pages with quivering fingers, looking for the Portuguese word for help. 
 
    Finally he spotted it. Socorro. Sounded familiar. He thought maybe Amy had used that word last night. He picked up the Sharpie, pulled off the cap and wrote the word in big bold letters across the top of the page. 
 
    “What is that word?” she asked softly, peering over his shoulder. 
 
    “It means help.” 
 
    She suddenly grabbed hold of the chair, her legs trembling. She faltered, very nearly fell to her knees. Her face had drained completely of color again. 
 
    He reached for her arm and steadied her. “What’s wrong? He followed her eyes back to the yellow page. “Socorro? That word? You recognize it?” 
 
    She nodded, maintaining her gaze on the page. “It was...That woman on the phone when the lines were crossed. That’s...That’s what she said.” He waited a moment and then let go of her, turned back to the phrase book and found his place. “She was probably trying to reach the operator,” he said. “No—” 
 
    “Probably just asking for help with the phone.” 
 
    “No. That’s not what it sounded like, Craig. Not what it sounded like at all. She sounded...scared. Terrified. At the end...At the end she was screaming.” 
 
    (“The dead don’t whisper.”) 
 
    He ignored her and wrote the word Emergência! on the yellow sheet. Then he started searching for the phrase: Call the police. 
 
    “I’m telling you, Craig, this woman...” 
 
    (“They scream.”) 
 
    “...on the other end of the line, she was absolutely frantic.” 
 
    Found it. He quickly scribbled the phrase down and folded the note so that the writing faced up. He read it again and said, “All right. Let’s slip this bad boy under the door.” 
 
    She tailed him through the living room. “I’m telling you, Craig,” she said, her voice breaking again, “something about this is wrong. Dead wrong.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir, Amy.”   He dropped  to his knees in front of the door. There was a very narrow space underneath. Maybe just enough. “In case you haven’t noticed, sweetheart, I’m trapped in here right along with you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it.” 
 
    He pushed the yellow paper under the door, then rose from his knees and turned to face her. “Then what the hell are you saying, Amy?” 
 
    Her cheeks were now red and thin, her eyes moist with tears. “I’m saying this fucking place is—” 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    Both of them jumped and swung their heads in the direction of the laptop on the table. Craig’s heart raced again. The pulse returned to his ear and he suddenly became aware of a fierce thumping on the right side of his neck. He waited a beat. 
 
    “You’ve got mail!” 
 
    Then he made for the computer. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Amy turned from the door to follow Craig as he hurried toward the laptop but her knees buckled and she dropped like a rock to the floor, crying out in pain. 
 
    Craig planted a foot and spun around to help her but she frantically waved him off. 
 
    “No, no,” she yelled. “Just go. Send a message while we still have a connection.” 
 
    She watched as he tossed the chair aside and stood himself in front of the laptop. Then she began pulling herself toward him, clawing with her hands at the worn gray carpet. Slithering across the living room on her elbows, scraping them raw. Her legs felt as though they had been trampled. Soon her arms, too, began to ache, as though she had spent the past three days lifting heavy weights. 
 
    Craig tapped away furiously on the keyboard, his face set, his bright blue eyes intense. 
 
    “Who are you writing to?” she cried. “My mother.” 
 
    His mother. Amy had only met her once, and once had been enough. The three of them gathered at a restaurant near his mother’s home in Wall, New Jersey. His mother, she had been sweet at first, not at all like Craig had described her. But as the evening wore on and the talk turned to careers and where he and Amy might decide to settle down and raise a family, she became something else entirely. 
 
    “San Diego?” his mother had said, making a face. “California’s shit. Nothing but wildfires and earthquakes. And southeast Florida? Don’t even consider it. It’s too fucking hot and lousy with Jews and spics.” She pushed aside a plate of fresh warm bread and reached for her wine, already her fourth glass of the night. “Besides, you don’t go to Florida to live, you go there to die.” 
 
    Craig had folded his hands and stared down at the starched white tablecloth. His face flushed. “Ma, we’re just talking,” he said. “Just tossing a few places around at this point.” 
 
    This was that November, a few days after Danny, a few weeks before they had decided on Hawaii. 
 
    “We’re also thinking about Honolulu,” Craig went on. “Maybe even Portland, Oregon.” 
 
    “Oregon?” She scowled. The wrinkles in her face formed sharp, severe lines. In the candlelight she looked old, with too much make-up caked on her face. “And Honolulu? Is that even part of America? Are you both out of your fucking minds?” 
 
    Amy felt queasy, excused herself from the table. She went to the ladies room and almost started to cry. She feared she might vomit. It had been a difficult week to say the least. First it was Craig’s best friend Danny, and then she had to break the news to her mother that Craig had proposed marriage. 
 
    Her mother had not taken it well. “Proposed? I have never even met him,” was her response. She reminded Amy of all the times Craig had backed out of plans to meet her family. And now Craig was hellbent on moving them away. And Amy, having finally met Craig’s mother, was beginning to see why. 
 
    When she returned to the table, Craig and his mother were still going at it. 
 
    “I told you not to go to that goddamn law school,” she was saying. “I told you after college to go out and get a damn job, to go to work.” She fiddled with her butter knife then dropped it onto the plate. People at neighboring tables glanced over then quickly looked away. “Now you don’t want to practice law anymore? What are you going to do? What the hell are you good for? How are you going to pay back all those student  fucking loans, the ones I had to co-sign for? Don’t tell me she’s going to help you.” 
 
    He shook his head without looking up, seemed to be taking deep breaths. “Ma,” he said, “this isn’t what we came here to talk about. I just wanted you to meet Amy, that’s all. I wanted to let you know we’re engaged.” 
 
    His mother took a long sip of wine. “What the hell do I care? The two of you say you’re moving away anyway. Neither of you has a fucking brain in your head. I wouldn’t leave this state in a million years. And neither should either of you.” His mother pointed her finger at him. Her nails were long and sharp and freshly painted. She wore gold jewelry up and down her arm. Bracelets chimed like death knells every time she moved her wrists. “But if you are, then this is goodbye. Then I don’t want to see you, I don’t want to hear from you, and I’m cutting you the hell out of my will.” 
 
    Now, just as Craig finished pecking at the keyboard, Amy heard the ding of an instant message on AOL. 
 
    “Who is it?” she said, grabbing hold of the table and lifting herself to her knees. Oh, the pain! The awful pain. 
 
    Craig stared down at the screen. “It’s your mother.” 
 
    “My mother?” She bore more terrible pain so that she could  pull herself to her feet. She watched Craig hit send, breathed a sigh of relief at the small blue box that appeared. It read: your mail has been sent. Their email was off to Ms. Devlin and now her mother was awaiting a return IM. Something was finally happening to get them the hell out of here. 
 
    Craig opened the Instant Message box. 
 
      
 
    Craig, is my daughter there? I haven’t heard from her in days. 
 
      
 
    Amy watched over his shoulder as he typed the reply. 
 
      
 
    she’s right here. hold on. 
 
      
 
    He quickly moved aside and picked up the chair, set it down in front of the laptop so that Amy could sit. 
 
    In a fury, Amy started typing. 
 
      
 
    mom, we’re in the flat in lisbon. we’re trapped in here. we need help! 
 
      
 
    Amy’s heart raced. Her fingers were sweating. She slid them over the mouse and hit send. 
 
    Amy kept her hands poised over the keyboard, waiting for her mother’s reply. Her thoughts were dulled by the hunger, her brain made lazy from thirst. She needed to concentrate, to convey only the relevant facts, to separate them from the scores of garbled fragments sweeping through her mind. Finally her mother’s return message arrived. 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s good to hear. Your dad and I were starting to worry because you hadn’t called. 
 
      
 
    Amy reread the message twice, perplexed. “What?” she finally said aloud. 
 
    Craig, hovering over her shoulder, pointed at the screen. “Look.”  
 
      
 
    She raised her eyes to her own message, the plea for help she had just sent. Now it read: 
 
      
 
    mom, we’re in the flat in lisbon. everything is just fine. 
 
      
 
    Another ding. Another message from Craig’s  account  to Amy’s mother’s appeared. 
 
      
 
    sorry i haven’t called, mom. we’ve just been so obsessed with the flat. getting it pretty, making it smell good, stuff like that. we love the place though. it’s so beautiful, so peaceful. we could easily stay here the rest of our lives. 
 
      
 
    Amy gasped. She leaned forward, her fingers jumping from letter to letter, trying to type another message. 
 
    The keyboard was frozen. Meanwhile, her mother replied. 
 
      
 
    Well, you know I’m not thrilled that you’re so far away, but I’m glad that you’re safe and happy. 
 
      
 
    Amy slammed her fist on the table. Pain shot up her arm. Then she read her own reply. 
 
      
 
    oh mom, we really are. we really, really are. but i gotta run right now. craig is calling. we’re going out to eat. the food is soooo good here in lisbon. you’d love it. ciao! 
 
      
 
    She wanted to scream, she needed to cry. Their only way out was about to sign off thinking everything was fine. The reality of it came crashing down all around. 
 
    Her mother wrote back. 
 
      
 
    Well, how can we get in touch with you? You haven’t been responding to our emails. 
 
      
 
    Amy experienced a glimmer of hope as Craig leaned over her shoulder and stabbed at the keyboard, hammering out  a message. She glanced  up, saw the letters miraculously appear on the screen. 
 
    She bit at her nails as he hit send. Silently she read their reply. 
 
      
 
    oh, i’m sorry, i forgot to mention that our phone is on the fritz and our internet has been acting up. but our landlord amaro promised that everything will be up and working sometime next week. so we’ll talk then, i promise. all right, really gotta run. love you, mom. hugs and kisses to dad. bye bye. 
 
      
 
    “This is bullshit, Craig. Let’s try something else—try Facebook. Status update to all our friends at once!” 
 
    He nodded and bent once more to the keyboard, but at that moment the instant message box closed and the internet connection went dead. 
 
    “Goodbye!” 
 
    They stared at each other in complete silence. Her breathing slowed. Her tongue felt thick and heavy. Her head was swimming and she had to steady herself again. She grabbed hold of the wobbly table. 
 
    “It’s him,” Craig said finally, as though he had read her mind. “He’s hacked into my AOL account.” 
 
    Amy shook her head, spraying her arms with sweat. “Oh, bullshit,” she said. “Bullshit. There is something more going on here, you can’t deny it now.” 
 
    He frowned at her. His face was bone-pale, with streaks of crimson advancing across his cheeks and beneath his chin. He scratched at his beard again. “I don’t really understand what you’re saying, baby.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Yes, you do. You know exactly what I’m saying, Craig. And you know that it’s true.” 
 
    Something was at work here, not someone. At least not a living someone, she was sure of it. Sure as she was that she had seen herself naked and burned and bloodied out in the hall. And of that she was now fucking damn sure. 
 
    Craig wiped some sweat from his brow then moved toward her. He ran his hand up her sweat-drenched arm. 
 
    “Sweetie, I’m worried about you. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you might be losing touch with reality.” 
 
    She pulled away. “Reality? Craig, would you look at us? We are trapped in an apartment with no food and no water and with no way to communicate with anyone outside. And I saw what I saw in the hall. This is not just some crazy bastard with a chip on his shoulder trying to bully the new tenants or whatever. This is some...Some malevolent force, some...” 
 
    “Stop it, just stop it,” he said, pressing his hands against his ears like a child. “I am not even going to listen to this outrageous shit. There is a rational explanation for everything that has happened here.” He pointed toward the bedroom door. “What’s irrational is that prick next door.” 
 
    “Craig...” 
 
    “No,” he shouted. “Now calm down, please. We’ll get out of this. I got that email off to my mother. She knows exactly where we are. We just have to sit tight for a while.” 
 
    “We don’t have a while, Craig. We have two, three days, tops. And somehow your computer was changing the words we typed…” 
 
    He nodded his head solemnly and turned to look out the window. Amy followed his gaze into the alley and saw the dog, lifting its hind leg to urinate on the wall of the opposite building. When it finished, it sat and scratched itself. Then the dog let out a pained howl. 
 
    It didn’t strike Amy at first. Didn’t resonate at all until a full thirty seconds later when Craig said quietly, “How is it that we can hear him?” 
 
    Her thoughts were still muddled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, how is it that we can hear the dog but people in the alley can’t hear us?” He spoke calmly, watching the dog loiter on the cobblestones. Then suddenly, he slapped at the window, pounded at the pane with the heel of his fist. He whistled. 
 
    And the dog looked up toward their window. Looked right at them. “Son of a bitch,” Craig murmured. “The dog can hear us, too.” 
 
    It took Amy’s food-deprived mind a moment to process what he meant. Then her eyes welled up. The dog had confirmed what she knew to be true. That they were dealing with something much more insidious than an unhinged neighbor. 
 
    She looked at Craig then again down toward the dog, who continued staring up at their window, its ragged ears perked up, its sickly tongue lolling out of its mouth. 
 
    Then the telephone rang in the bedroom. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The sound startled him. So  foreign, piercing, and it seemed to be coming from inside his head. Back in Manhattan he and Amy had long done away with their landlines. Each of them had a cell, but even that Craig barely used once he stopped practicing law. The risk of radiation, sure. But on top of that he’d had no desire to speak to anyone except for Amy. A ringing phone had felt as intrusive as any late night knock on the door. An unwelcome presence. An impediment to Craig’s serenity, a  hindrance to his sanity. 
 
    Now the phone in the bedroom was screaming, making the same vicious sound that had startled him out of sleep two days ago when the movers arrived--when they had lied about not having cell service. 
 
    He rounded the corner and took a stride toward the bedroom door. It swung closed, slammed shut with a violent report. The sound resonated in his chest and stopped him cold. Then he dashed forward and reached for the knob. 
 
    First he heard the sizzle, then he felt his palm and fingers burn. Smelled the seared flesh. He screamed and tore his hand away, but the damage was done. It felt as though his hand were held down to a hot stove. 
 
    Amy came up behind him. “What happened?” 
 
    He held out his right hand, palm up, the skin a deep pink; raw and so painful he thought he would pass out. 
 
    Behind the door the phone continued to ring. 
 
    Pushing away the hurt, Craig ripped off his tee shirt and bunched it up, then went for the knob again, this time with the fabric protecting his flesh. 
 
    Although he had feared the door was locked, it opened with ease. He rushed inside, pushing against a thick, fierce blast of heat. He shielded his eyes, searched for the smoke, for the flames, but there was nothing but heat. So he tossed the shirt to the floor, went to the yellow plastic phone and lifted the receiver. “Hello,” he shouted. “Hello.” “It’s me.” 
 
    The voice was his own mother’s and it had never sounded so sweet. 
 
    He was panting. “Ma,” he said, “you’ve gotta help us. We’re trapped in our flat in Lisbon. Somebody’s trying to kill us. You’ve gotta call the Portuguese police, right now, please.” 
 
    There was a pause, a moment while Craig’s bare chest swelled with relief. 
 
    Then: “Help you? I’ve been helping you for thirty-two years, dear. And what have you ever done for me? Nothing, that’s what. Never even a thank you. You just packed your bags and moved away. I told you not to leave.” 
 
    His stomach tightened. He worried he would lose the connection before he got through to her, before she understood. 
 
    “Ma,” he shouted. “This is very serious. I’m not talking about financial help. We’re physically trapped in here. We’ve got no food, no water. 
 
    We’re gonna die here unless you can get us some help right away.” 
 
    He glanced in Amy’s direction. She looked on, chewing her nails. 
 
    “Oh, it’s serious, all right. No one’s son treats their mother the way you treat me. And after all I’ve done for you. It’s a disgrace. A very serious disgrace. If you’ve got no food and water it’s because of the way you live your life. I’ve been telling you for more than twenty years, nothing is free. There are no handouts in this world. If you want to live, if you want to eat, then you’ve got to work.” 
 
    “Ma,” he screamed. “You’re mot listening. Please shut up and listen to me!” 
 
    “How dare you,” she cut in. “You don’t speak to your mother like that! It’s a mortal sin. Learn some goddamn respect. Another nasty word from you and I’m hanging the fuck up and you’ll never hear from me again.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, trying to calm himself. “Please, please, just listen to me.” 
 
    “Why? When have you ever listened to me? I told you not to go to law school, to instead get a job and make some money, pay off all those goddamn student loans, especially the ones I had to co-sign for. Then when you graduated, I told you to go to work for some firm, to  get a steady paycheck. But did you do that? No. You opened your own stupid law practice and what did it get you? Nothing. Not a fucking goddamn thing. Look where you are now. Trying to be a writer, something most people would consider a damned hobby.” 
 
    His head was spinning. He was confused, unable to think. “I know, I know,” he pleaded. “You were right. You were right all along. But please just listen to me now.” 
 
    He drew a breath and she broke in again. 
 
    “Did you listen to me when I told you not to go to Hawaii with that silly whore? Did you listen when I told you to stay the hell away from Europe, to move out of that rancid New York City and come back to New Jersey to go to work?” 
 
    He couldn’t believe this was happening, not here, not now. “No,” he cried, tears flowing, “I didn’t. I’m so sorry, so sorry, I’m sorry, Ma.. Please just forgive me and help us get out.” 
 
    “Don’t you shout at me!” 
 
    “I’m not shouting at you. I’m just trying to explain...” 
 
    “Explain what? I’m tired of cleaning up after your mistakes,” she barked. “Whatever you got yourself into, you can get yourself out of. You and that whore. You know what this is really about? You’re a loser, Craig, that’s what you are. You got yourself trapped in your own apartment? That’s like something a loser would do! You deserve to rot in there with your disgusting whore. Serves you right for not listening to your own mother.” 
 
    “Please,” he begged. His hands were trembling. “Just let me speak...” Despite his crying her voice remained cold. “I’ve let you do enough. I’ve let you walk all over me, walk out on me. I’m through letting you get your way. Either come home now or you can die there for all I care.” 
 
    Craig looked up at Amy, whose eyes were wide with expectation, and shook his head. “She says she won’t help.” 
 
    Amy glared at him. “Is she really on the line, Craig?” 
 
    His face flushed red. “You still think I would make this up? That I somehow orchestrated all this?” He waved an arm toward the soiled bed and the palpable wall of stench emanating from the bathroom.  
 
    “Let me talk to her.” Amy held her hand out for the phone. 
 
    Then his mother’s voice came through the receiver loud enough for both of them to hear. “Tell her I don’t talk to whores. That’s not what they’re for. But you know that, don’t you, son? Maybe that can be your next book title! What Whores Are For, by Craig Devlin. Don’t say I never gave you anything.” 
 
    He heard a click then the line went dead. He held the receiver out in front of him with his bubbling, blistering hand, staring in disbelief so all-encompassing it took away the pain. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Amy said with a befuddled look on her face. “Is she at least calling the Lisbon police?” 
 
    He grimaced. “You were right.” He steadied his arm and set the phone down, glanced around the room, trying to catch his breath. “There is  something happening here.” 
 
    He felt faint. His stomach growled, sweat dripped into his eyes. He needed to think but his mind wouldn’t cooperate. Everything was foggy, like that night not long ago in the mist. With the gypsy whores—you know what they’re for!  He felt drunk, drugged. Uneasy on his feet. Amy was saying something but he couldn’t make it out, could barely discern her words over the rapid beating of the pulse in his ear. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    He stumbled, grabbed hold of the bedpost to keep himself on his feet. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!)    
 
    Then came the pounding from the front door. 
 
    Amy reacted first. She staggered toward the bedroom door and he followed her into the living room, where the blows sounded as though they were being delivered by a nail gun or maybe a ball pein hammer. 
 
    Amy limped toward the door. She turned to him. “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t look through that peephole again.” 
 
    He nodded slowly and moved past her, breathing heavily. The knocking reverberated in his stomach. 
 
    As suddenly as it started, it stopped; the pounding replaced by a dark, disquieting silence. 
 
    Gradually he moved his face toward the door. Closed his left eye and opened his right wide. He placed it against the hole. 
 
    It was his body he saw, arms pinned to its side, blood gushing from the neck, thrashing backward and forward up against the far wall as if flung by some invisible force, its mouth frozen in a silent,  hideous scream. 
 
    His real body began convulsing. Still he forced himself to watch, to maintain his gaze a few moments longer while his real body slammed itself into the door with random muscle spasms. 
 
    Amy grabbed hold of his arm. “Look,” she shouted, pointing down at the floor. 
 
    Beneath the door their yellow page reappeared. His vision was blurred but Craig recognized his own writing. He lowered himself on his haunches and lifted the paper. 
 
    The first thing that struck him was the smell. The page reeked of shit. When he turned it over in his hands, he saw why. On the back there were two words scribbled in excrement. He dropped the page and gagged. 
 
    The yellow paper floated to the floor, face up, Portuguese words staring up at them. He bolted to his feet, tried to keep himself from being sick. 
 
    Amy had her hands over her mouth. Tears streamed down her face and over her fingers. She seemed to dry-heave, then gathered herself. She knelt to pick up the page. 
 
    “Don’t,” Craig warned. “Don’t touch it.” 
 
    She froze and looked up at him, her eyes pleading for help. “We have to look these words up in the phrase book. We have to see what they mean.” 
 
    Craig shook his head. He put the inside of his elbow over his nose and mouth and tried to breathe. “Don’t bother,” he said into his arm. “I already know what they mean.” 
 
    Amy rose up, took a step back from the page as though it were a widening hole in the floor. Then she hunched over and with both hands she clutched her wobbling knees, whimpering in pain. She took two deep breaths, then stared up at him again. 
 
    “Vivimos aqui,” he said, glaring down at the page. “It means, ‘We live here.’” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    She sat alone on the stained and tattered bare mattress, her knees curled up against her chest, rocking slowly back and forth, humming along trancelike with the fado. She was all cried out, the flesh around her eyes as crimson as her dry cracked lips. Scarlet spider webs draped across the whites surrounding her pupils. She looked as she felt, like death. 
 
    She glanced again in the clouded mirror atop the dresser. Her auburn hair had somehow darkened. Her small body had gotten smaller, and her flesh was as white as printer paper. Her breathing had become more of a wheezing, her sweating more profuse. The temperature in the flat continued rising for seemingly no reason at all. Outside, the Lisbon sky remained a solid gray. Earlier it had even rained. 
 
    Her head throbbed from thirst and hunger, her neck was stiff with stress. Her thoughts, when they steadied long enough to coalesce on anything other than her profound misery, lingered on the filthy ice lining the freezer. She stared hard at the visage in the mirror, no longer recognizing her eyes, and realized it was time. 
 
    It took all of her strength to move herself off of the bed. She used the dresser and walls as crutches as she staggered to and through the bedroom door, into the living room still dressed in her nightclothes, a faded red tank top and pale yellow shorts. 
 
    Craig was stationed in front of the laptop, his fingers still pounding at the keys. 
 
    How can he write? she thought. I can barely keep my goddamn head up. 
 
    His eyes turned to her then turned quickly back to the screen. She said nothing as she shuffled past him, just continued to whimper and wheeze. 
 
    The kitchen linoleum tiles were cool, almost soothing against her bare feet. She closed her eyes and savored the sensation as she teetered toward the fridge. 
 
    Then she heard a crunch, felt something wet yet solid beneath her left foot. She lifted her foot and hopped clear of the spot. Nothing was there. She set her foot down tentatively, heard the crunch again, felt something writhe and squish. 
 
    She lifted her foot again to see. Stuck to her sole was a large brown roach, the top of its carapace cracked, its six legs flailing frantically, its antennae twirling in circles. Panicking, she screamed and kicked at the air. The creature wouldn’t dislodge, just stuck there near her toes, doing its danse macabre. 
 
    Frantically she searched the counter. Finally she spotted a dirty dishrag behind the sink. She balanced herself on one leg, reached for the rag and nearly toppled. Then she snatched the rag and snapped it at the sole of her foot, knocking the insect away. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Craig stood in the kitchen’s entranceway, his head at an odd angle, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “A fucking roach,” she cried. “I stepped on it and it stuck to the bottom of my foot.” 
 
    He looked down at the insect, a strange, doleful look on his face. The roach was still on its back, still thrashing its legs about, its two large antennae probing the air, trying to turn itself over. 
 
    “You should put some shoes on,” Craig said. 
 
    She stared at him silently, irritated by his calm. She motioned to the icebox. “I’ve got to try it,” she said. “Do you want some?” 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes still fixed on the roach. “I’m going to get back to work. Thirty-eight thousand words. I’m almost halfway done with the book.” He started back into the living room, then stopped and turned his head. “Have you seen my memory stick? I want to back my files up.” 
 
    She glared at him. Are you fucking kidding me? she thought. “No, I haven’t.”  
 
    He disappeared back into the living room. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and opened the freezer, took a good long look inside. The ice was melting. It now looked like a great big slushie. Used kitty litter-flavored, yum. She wouldn’t even need the icepick. 
 
    She reached her hand in, scooped out a palmful. She closed her eyes. Gagged, just picturing the slush in her mouth. Still, her body ached for sustenance. She needed something in her stomach, even if it was nothing but yellow snow. She put the slush under her nose. The frost smelled of spoiled meat. She dry-heaved then held her breath, parted her lips and shoveled the slush onto her tongue. 
 
    Her throat resisted, threatened to hurl it back up. But after some coaxing she was able to get it down. The taste lingered, but somehow she held it down. 
 
    From the living room Craig called out, “What the fuck is this?” 
 
    She turned. Her first thought was that he had found something gruesome, something ghastly somewhere in the flat. Something horrifying; he sounded so upset. She took two painful strides toward the living room and  then froze. 
 
    Craig stood in the walkway, blocking her exit. In his hands he held the broken lockbox that held his homemade videotapes. The beige metal box still wore that hideous grin. 
 
    “Well?” he shouted at her. “What the fuck is this shit?” 
 
    She barely remembered viewing the tapes; didn’t at all recall tucking the damaged lockbox away. She’d been so soused with wine. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she tried. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “You know goddamn well where I found it. I found it in one of my boxes when I went looking for my memory stick. What the hell did you pry it open for?” 
 
    “I didn’t...” 
 
    “The hell you didn’t.” His hands were shaking, the tapes inside the lockbox rattling against the sides like chattering teeth. “Don’t play fucking dumb with me, Amy. You went through my things, found this and took a tool and pried it open. Pried into my life. You’ve got a fucking hell of a lot of nerve. Chastising me for reading your emails, for looking in your calendar. And now you do this? You’re a sneak. A goddamn worthless sneak. Voce é curioso! Mind your own goddamn business!” 
 
    She lurched backward. “Wha- what did you say?” 
 
    “You heard every fucking word I said. Don’t play stupid with me.” His arms were shaking savagely. His face had turned a deep red. “Everything was fine before I met you. I was working hard, I was having fun. I was able to fucking sleep at night. Dormi como um anjo. My life was going just fine. I had money, I had friends. Tudo foio ptimo! Everything was fucking great.” 
 
    Amy moved backward again, her heart racing, her hands trembling now as badly as Craig’s. 
 
    She listened. His voice was deeper, angrier than she’d ever heard it before. And the Portuguese, it wasn’t spoken in the usual halting manner that he spoke all of his foreign words. The words were clear and fluid and precise, as perfect as the words he spoke in English. 
 
    He took a step toward her. She held up her hands defensively. 
 
    He stopped, softened the features of his face. “How could you?” he said calmly. His voice seemed to change again. “How could you fuck that son of a bitch downstairs?” 
 
    “What?” she cried. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    His eyes started tearing up. His mouth contorted. The tapes jumped in the lockbox as his hands began shaking again. “How could you do this to me?” 
 
    He shut his eyes. She thought in that instant of storming past him, even knocking him to the floor. But what then? Where could she go? Only as far as that goddamned sealed-up front door. When he opened his eyes they seemed darker than before, almost navy. His lips were quivering; he parted them and bore his teeth. 
 
    “You cunt,” he spat. “Tu das-me nojo.” He raised his thin pale arms above his head, the lockbox grinning down at her. He was poised to strike. “You dirty cunt. Quero que morra!” 
 
    He launched the lockbox at her. She jumped back. The box slammed against the linoleum at her feet, spilling the tapes on the floor. She grabbed blindly for the drawer that held the icepick, keeping  her eyes on Craig. She jerked it open, fumbled around with one hand and found it. 
 
    But by then he was somewhere else, his head returning to that odd angle, his eyes open yet unseeing. He turned for the living room just as she raised the icepick over her head. 
 
    She remained there, frozen in that position. She listened as he padded across the carpet then heard the bedroom door slam closed. 
 
    Slowly she made her way out of the kitchen, the icepick still in hand. 
 
    Her feet welcomed the carpet. She surveyed the room and then moved cautiously toward the window. 
 
    In the fading light in the alley she saw the dog lying in the shadows on the cobblestones. It looked exhausted, ragged. It shivered as though from the cold. 
 
    She swiveled from the window and faced the table. Craig’s laptop sat open, the screen saver now a deep navy blue. The marquee swept by fast; it took Amy a few passes to read it. It no longer read keep writing, as it had for the past three years. 
 
    Now it read socorro! ajude-me! 
 
    She stared at it curiously. She knew what the first part meant. And after a few turns of the page in the phrase book she knew what the latter part meant as well. 
 
    Help! the screen saver read in Portuguese. Help me! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Craig stormed into the bedroom, microcassette recorder in hand, the pulse beating obsessively in his ear. Whatever it was, it was worsening, growing louder, fiercer. Beginning to take over his world. He dropped face-down onto the mattress and tossed the recorder. Broke down and sobbed into the pillow on the bed. 
 
    The room was sweltering. As hot as a tanning bed. And it seemed to be getting smaller, too. He lifted his head and looked around. Yes, the bookcase seemed closer to the bed. The dresser, too. He sat up on the bare, stained mattress. Fado permeated the room. 
 
    Sweat dripped into his eyes, but he barely noticed the sting. 
 
    (“Get the fuck over here! I’ve got the blow dryer.”) 
 
    Were the walls really closing in on him? Can’t be, he thought. It’s my fucking imagination. 
 
    He pulled himself to the edge of the bed. Reached out toward the heavy wooden bookcase standing like an armed guard just outside the bathroom against the wall. His hand stretched at full length and still came up a foot short. 
 
    He waited, taking in the stench of his own sweat, the pungent body odor seeping out from under his arms, mixing with the vomit and shit filtering through the bathroom door into a hellish potpourri.  
 
    He lay back down on the bed. His pillow was drenched with sweat. 
 
    (“Get the fuck over here!”) 
 
    He didn’t know much about nutrition or survival. But he knew the heat would cause them to dehydrate much faster. 
 
    (“I’ve got the fucking blow dryer.”) 
 
    He lifted the microcassette recorder and rewound the tape a bit. He didn’t have the strength to type, but at least he could still speak, could still record his story before it was too late. He hit play, listened to the empty air, the static. Remembered searching through the phrase book as the recorder ran. A waste of batteries—what a waste, when there was no store right down the street. When there was, in fact, no street. At least no way to get to it. 
 
    “...corno...” 
 
    What was that? 
 
    He put the recorder closer to his ear. His left ear, since his right was beating like a goddamn drum. He heard nothing but white noise. Dead air. 
 
    Then: “...chupa me a...” 
 
    It was clearly a voice. Male. Angry. No, not angry. Incensed. “...puta...” 
 
    He listened closely, his breathing quickening, the thumping in his right ear sounding along with his pulse. Puta. The Portuguese word for bitch. 
 
    “...Va’ se foder!” 
 
    He punched the stop button and threw the recorder down onto the floor. It bounced up and smacked into the bookcase, its battery door flying off, its AA Duracells becoming dislodged and rolling on the gray carpet. 
 
    The bookcase was too close. Craig stared at it wide-eyed, in disbelief. It can’t be, he thought. But it was. The bookcase was closer than it was just moments before. 
 
    He had to know. So with his left hand he grabbed the edge of the mattress. With his right he reached out again. Stretched as far as he could. 
 
    This time his middle finger nearly touched the binding of one of the dust-covered old books. He snapped his arm back and shook. 
 
    I moved the mattress, he thought. That’s it. I shifted the mattress by accident. And that book I almost touched, it’s sticking out a bit from the others. I must’ve reached for another one last time. One set back on the shelf. 
 
    The room was so fucking hot, sweat was now burning his eyes and blurring his vision. He felt a steady and intense heat on his head. Like a blow dryer. Just like the blow dryer his mother used to hold to his scalp every time he had dared to sweat as a child. Every time he managed to slip outside to toss the ball around or engage in a game of freeze tag with some of the kids from school. 
 
    “I told you not to fucking sweat,” she’d say. “I warned you. Now you’re dirty, it’s disgusting. You smell like a piece of shit.” He’d always try to run away. “Where do you think you’re going? Get the fuck over here. I’ve got the blow dryer.” 
 
    And then she would hold the damn thing to his head. It didn’t matter the time of year, even if he’d just been outside running around in ninety-degree heat. He’d get the blow dryer. And not just until his hair was dry. He got the blow dryer until his scalp was raw, until it began to burn and he started to scream. 
 
    He watched the bookcase for a while longer. Tried to convince himself that the light that spilled in from the living room was insufficient, that his mind was playing tricks. But the bookshelves seemed even closer than they were just a few moments ago when he had reached for them a second time. 
 
    Again with his left hand he grabbed the edge of the mattress. With his right he reached out. He stretched with all his remaining strength, the muscles in his arm finally giving in to spasms. 
 
    This time the tip of his finger touched the broken binding of one of the books. 
 
    He cried out. 
 
    Then a hardcover flew off the top shelf, struck him on the forehead. Another shot out of the second shelf, hit him square in the chin. Then two more from the bottom, three from the middle. Firing at his shoulders until he could no longer maintain his grip. 
 
    The fabric of the mattress slipped through his fingers and he fell awkwardly to the floor, landing on his right elbow, the full right side of his body taking the brunt. 
 
    The books continued firing at him as he shielded his face with his hands, curling up his legs to protect his groin. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    The bookcase itself then started tipping over, threatening to land on his head. The fado was as loud as ever, drowning out his calls for help. The pulse in his ear intensified, and he feared it would be the last thing he heard before his death. 
 
    He cried out for Amy one last time, just as the bookcase came down at his face. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    She sat silently on the floor by his side as he rested on the couch. She had found him on the floor of the bedroom, unconscious, under the fallen bookcase. He had a deep gash on the right side of his head. Blood had been pouring down his forehead and into his eyes. The top of the bookcase rested atop the bed. The bare stained mattress may very well have saved his life. 
 
    Outside it had become dark, and the dying living room bulb had finally burned out. All that was left in the flat was the bleak light from the kitchen and the useless fixture in the bathroom above the sink. She supposed she could take one of those bulbs and replace the one in the living room, but what was the point? There was nothing worth seeing, no real reason to see. 
 
    She had been able to rouse Craig after a few minutes, had been able to help him out from under the weight of the bookcase by using the bed as leverage. A good thing since the wooden bookcase was far too heavy for either of them to lift. After another half hour or so she’d been able to help him to the couch. 
 
    Now she listened to him breathe, in and out, in and out. Watched his chest rise and fall with the rhythm of the relentless fado. It no longer sounded as though it were coming through the wall in the bedroom. It now sounded like it came  from somewhere inside their flat. 
 
    He didn’t look well. His face had lost all of its rosy hue. Short rough hairs rose out of his normally clean-shaven cheeks; welts formed where he had scratched at his face. He was too thin, losing weight far more quickly than she was. And the whites of his eyes, when visible, were now as red as blood. 
 
    Part of her felt sorry for him. Another part of her wanted to kill him. 
 
    It was his mistakes, not hers, that had led them to this. When they’d first met he had never expressed any discontent over his life as a lawyer in Manhattan. Never a word until the day after that rainy night in November. And that night was certainly his mistake. 
 
    Hawaii was his mistake, too. Leading her there without a plan. Allowing the bills to pile up. Not working, not helping to earn his keep. Letting her fall deeper and deeper into debt without affording her any relief. His mistake, not hers. 
 
    And she had never forced him to come back to the mainland, back to Manhattan. It was his choice, not hers. His choice to seek her out again, to ask her to move back in with him. He had assured her then that he could be happy living in New York, happy so long as he had her. And she, of course, had fallen for it. She hated herself for that. He had waited to spring Portugal on her until she felt as though she couldn’t live without him again. Now here they were, in the country’s capital, in its most ravaged district, trapped like rats in a tumbledown flat. 
 
    It was her fault. Her fault for getting on that plane at all when she’d had such reservations. Her fault for not listening to her mom, or to her own gut instincts.  Her fault for not getting back into that taxi with her bloody nose (that was a sign if there ever was one, wasn’t it?)  when she’d first seen the building’s exterior, when she’d gazed down the decrepit street. Her fault for not running out the door and down the stairs the moment she saw the condition of the flat.  
 
    She got to her knees. Her joints remained achy and weak. She felt her legs spasm as she pushed herself to her feet and stepped toward the bedroom. Felt she needed to check the phone. 
 
    They had already searched the entire flat for another jack. She didn’t hold out much hope for a dial tone but she had to see. Had to give it a shot. 
 
    She stepped into the bedroom and held her breath against the stench. It was getting worse, spilling under the bathroom door without relent. 
 
    The bookcase was blocking her path to the phone. She would have to navigate around the bed and climb over to her side to get to it. She slipped between the mattress and the dresser and caught her reflection in the mirror. She turned to it. The darkness played with her eyes. She looked shorter, older, heavier, than she did in real life. 
 
    She shook off the image and moved around the bed, careful not to stub her badly bruised toes again. Pain still shot through her legs. Slowly she lifted a knee onto the mattress. 
 
    And that was when the phone began ringing again. 
 
    The sound alarmed her at first. She felt a rush of fear but also a dash of hope. She hurriedly crawled along the mattress toward the sound, toward the outline of the plastic phone on the night table. 
 
    Something suddenly grabbed hold of a fistful of her hair and yanked as though it were trying to rip it from her head. 
 
    She shrieked in pain as her neck jerked back. Her scalp tingled as though it had been sliced with a knife. 
 
    The phone kept ringing, the sound piercing through the fado. 
 
    Just as suddenly the pressure ceased and her damp hair fell back over her face. 
 
    Her breathing deepened. She gathered herself and reached for the phone. 
 
    But something suddenly smacked her hard across the left cheek. She cried out in shock and buried her head in the mattress. 
 
    Something like an open hand struck her back, her calves. Then a rude, vicious slap against her ass. 
 
    She screamed again, rolled like a crocodile and nearly tumbled off the bed. 
 
    Then the fado fell silent, the ringing for the moment the only sound in the flat. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and crawled frantically toward the phone. 
 
    But something snatched at her hair again, lifted her in the air and flung her off the bed, into the dresser. 
 
    Her back cracked against one of the drawers, then she slumped to the floor. 
 
    It came at her again, yanking her hair, slapping her face, kicking at her ribs and back. She cried out again, screamed until it chopped at her throat, silencing her. 
 
    Then she heard a pounding on the bathroom door. 
 
    She tried to glance toward it, but something like sand struck her square in the eyes. 
 
    The bathroom door rocked thunderously in its frame. The phone still rang. 
 
    The mirror atop the dresser fell and cracked, shattered on top of her, spraying her with glass. 
 
    Curled up in a ball, she tried to get to her knees but was immediately battered back down to the floor. In a panic she clawed at the carpet, tried to drag herself toward the bedroom door. 
 
    Another few feet. 
 
    But just then, the door swung closed. Slammed shut with the violent report of a gunshot. 
 
    Amy tried again to find her voice as an icy pair of strong male hands closed around her throat. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Get your hands off me,” she said later in her sleep. 
 
    Craig lay on his back on the bare mattress next to her, eyes wide open, unable to drift off. Light spilled in from under the bathroom door. Barely enough to subdue the blackness. Barely enough to allow Amy to sleep. 
 
    It had taken him hours to calm her down, to assure her she was safe, that whatever had attacked them had gone and wasn’t coming back. That so long as they stuck together, nothing further would happen. Nothing could cause them to break. 
 
    When he’d finally regained consciousness after the brutal blow from the bookcase, Amy had helped him out from under it, led him to the living room where he collapsed again and went back out. When he’d come to a second time, she was screaming from the bedroom, crying his name, pleading for help. 
 
    He’d gotten off the couch, tried to stand and immediately felt dizzy. He’d steadied himself and moved purposefully toward the bedroom, where the fado was mixing with her screams and the sounds of objects smacking against the walls, of drawers opening and closing on their own. 
 
    He burned his hand on the doorknob again then quickly removed his shirt. The door opened as it did before and he was hit again by a vicious blast of searing heat. 
 
    Amy was on the floor, a handful of her hair standing straight up, pointing toward the ceiling as though it were being pulled, as though some invisible line were yanking it up. She was screaming. Even in the faint light spilling in from the kitchen he could see there were red marks all across her face and neck. 
 
    He moved forward but was immediately thrown back by a powerful shot to the chest. 
 
    He struck the floor, the brunt of this fall taken by his back. He then felt a kick and instantly attempted to protect his head. 
 
    The phone was ringing. 
 
    The bathroom door rattled in its frame as though someone were inside trying to escape. 
 
    Craig thrashed about, eyes squeezed tight. 
 
    Finally he felt a pair of warm hands on him, not delivering the vicious blows he’d been taking but instead soothing and caressing his bruised and battered face and neck. He stopped fighting. 
 
    Amy’s voice was hoarse, her breathing labored. She smelled of body odor and her breath stunk of dead fish. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” she begged him. “Please, Craig, get us out.” 
 
    He pulled her down on top of him and squeezed her with all his might. 
 
    “I will,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I will, baby. I promise.” 
 
    Now, as he lay next to her on the mattress, he wished he had never said it. It was just one more goddamn promise he knew he couldn’t keep. 
 
    “Chega!” she suddenly shouted in her sleep. “Pare com isso. Va-se embora.” 
 
    He set his hand on her back. Her top was drenched with sweat. Her body was warm, burning even. Her hair was soaking wet. He pulled his hand away. 
 
    The pulse pounded in his ear. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    ...if the starvation doesn’t get me first, he thought. No, not the starvation. Amy said we’d die of thirst. Of dehydration. 
 
    His head ached, so did his neck. His stomach grumbled, felt nauseous. The palm of his right hand stung from the burns. The gash on his forehead throbbed but no longer really hurt. He closed his eyes. Tried to regulate his breathing. His nose felt stuffed up from the heat. 
 
    He tried to concentrate, to focus on finding a way to get out of the flat. This was their fourth night in Lisbon, their third night trapped. 
 
    Is that right? 
 
    His mind was all over the place. It was becoming more and more difficult to think straight. How long had they been without water? How long without food? 
 
    Doesn’t matter. All that matters now is getting out. 
 
    “Craig, please,” she said. “Stop it.” 
 
    He turned toward her, rested his hand on her arm. “Stop what, sweetie?” 
 
    “Stop touching me there.” 
 
    He lay silent. She didn’t sound as she normally did in her sleep. She came across as clear, alert, awake. 
 
    “Babe?” he said. “What?” 
 
    “I haven’t put my hands on anything other than your arm and back.” She rolled toward him. Her eyes were wide open, her cracked lips parted, showing her teeth. She suddenly sprung to her knees on the mattress, placed a hand between her legs. Her breathing was loud and fast. 
 
    “I felt you,” she said. “I felt someone.” 
 
    He sat up too, rested a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, doll. It’s all right. Lay back down. I’ll keep watch over you. You have to get some sleep.” 
 
    She buried her face in her hands. “Get some sleep? How? And why? So that we’re well rested when this fucking flat finally kills us?”  
 
    “No,” he said, searching the darkness, gently petting her sweaty head. “You need to get some sleep...” He took a deep breath. “Because we’re getting the hell out of here tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took her some time but eventually she went back to sleep. Craig stayed awake, staring up at the ceiling. Thinking of how he was going to come through for her, how he was going to get them out of the flat. 
 
    The stench from the bathroom was growing worse in the heat, so bad that he began to breathe through the mouth all the time. 
 
    How do we get out? He imagined being locked in an actual prison, having others to help him plan his escape. A connected inmate, maybe. Or a dirty screw on the take. Wrong direction. He was trapped in a flat and all he had was Amy. 
 
    He had been locked in a basement before, something he really didn’t want to think about. Not because of his fits of claustrophobia, but because of the bugs. And he didn’t escape then. He had to wait until his mother finally let him out. 
 
    As he contemplated their escape, the room suddenly became cooler. 
 
    The suffocating heat vanished and he could see his breath. 
 
    A clicking sounded from the doorway. He sprung up on the mattress and waited for his eyes to readjust. 
 
    At first he saw nothing. Then… something. Something tall and slim. In the blackness he squinted, leaned forward, trying to catch a glimpse without leaving the relative safety of the bed. 
 
    The form moved. Only slightly. Forward, haltingly, clicking as it went. 
 
    Craig slid backwards on the mattress until his shoulders pushed up against the headboard. Up and down his arms rose tiny bumps of gooseflesh. He looked toward the outline of light around the bathroom door and considered leaving the bed, opening it, letting the light in. 
 
    But he didn’t want to leave the bed. Didn’t really want to see (who) what was there. But again it moved toward him, the clicking now resembling the cracking of bones, mimicking the sound his pinky finger made when it snapped, when he’d dislocated his kneecap, when he’d tried to resuscitate Danny using CPR and instead broke three of his ribs. 
 
    A terrible smell came off of this bitch, worse than anything in the room before. Worse than the vomit and shit leaking out of the bathroom, worse than the sheets and his soiled shorts still lying in the shower. Worse, he decided, than anything he had ever smelled before. 
 
    Amy lay still and silent. Sleeping like 
 
    (“The dead don’t whisper. They scream.”) 
 
    The shadow moved closer, and Craig could make out the shape. A long lean figure. Like the cab driver they had found the other night, the irksome son of a bitch who had driven them back to the Alfama. 
 
    (“Deed dey grub yer cuck?”) 
 
    The red rose in him, pushing aside some of the fear. Craig’s hands balled into fists, his teeth bared. 
 
    (“I bet they grabbed your cock. That’s what they do, these gypsy girls.”) Craig slid his feet under him, ready to launch himself, toward it, away from it, he didn’t yet know. All he knew was he wanted to be ready to move, to spring himself to his feet, to leap in any direction, depending on whatever or whoever this might be. 
 
    The figure moved slowly, so goddamn slowly, toward the bed. 
 
    Click. Click. 
 
    Click. Click. Click. 
 
    Craig held his breath, the stench growing so foul he needed to vomit, to expel the last bit of bile from his otherwise empty stomach. 
 
    Then he thought, The fucking thing’s just one long shadow. There’s nothing, there’s no one there. I’m fucking hallucinating. Losing it. It’s just another trick in my head. Another goddamn mindfuck! 
 
    But then he saw its face. Gray and thin and dead. The flesh sagging off the cheekbones, the eyes a pale yellow, in the corners a gruesome red. Its mouth fell open; he could smell the stench of its breath. Its teeth were rotten. Its tongue was black and swollen. Its lips were gone, the gums exposed. Its nose was missing and its hair was long and thin and filthy, while writhing tendrils  of some kind slithered out of its ears and nose and neck. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. Click. Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Craig said. Then he reached for Amy. Her body was still drenched with sweat. He jostled her, poked her, prodded her, screamed for her to wake up. 
 
    Click. Click. Click. 
 
    Aside from that sound, the room was silent. He suddenly found himself missing the fado, crying as the clicks came closer, unsure what to do or which way to run. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want from me,” he screamed, pushing back against the headboard. The figure only moved forward, now standing at the foot of the bed, its long thin neck slanting—click click, click click— its rotted eyes staring, though they had to be unseeing in any conventional sense, at Amy and Craig. 
 
    She lay unmoving and for a long moment Craig feared she was dead. 
 
    The ringing of the phone pierced the silence, the sound reverberating in Craig’s chest. At first he sat frozen, unable to move. Then he pushed himself, scrambled over Amy and reached for the end table next to the bed. 
 
    The shadow moved with him, faster yet haltingly, around the side of the bed. 
 
    Click Click 
 
    clickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclick clickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclickclick. 
 
    Craig reached for the receiver just as the figure extended its hand. 
 
    In a panic, Craig swiped the handset from the cradle and put it to his pulsing ear. 
 
    The voice on the other end was low and ugly. 
 
    But sure as fuck it was Danny’s. “What do ya say we chase the dragon, Craig?” 
 
      
 
    Xavier draws a picture of his mother. He doesn’t mean for her to look angry in the picture but she does. Her eyebrows point inward, and her mouth is set in a snarl. It is how she looks when Xavier doesn’t do exactly as he is told. 
 
    Sweat drips from Xavier’s head onto the picture and he tries to wipe it away, but he only smears the lead. It’s hot in the flat, hotter than he can ever remember. His shirt is drenched, soaked to the skin. The heat must be from the nearby fires. 
 
    Xavier wonders whether the fires will reach him. They are getting closer. He knows that from looking out the window. 
 
    Next to his angry mother, Xavier draws a man. This makes her happier, so he replaces her snarl with a smile. Only it doesn’t look like a smile because of the snarl underneath. Now it just looks as though Xavier’s mother is yelling at him. 
 
    She does that often. But better that than when she lifts her hands. On the man, Xavier draws a frown. Maybe the man is his father. 
 
    He is unhappy and that is why he leaves Xavier and his mother behind. Xavier’s mother must have made his father unhappy. Yes, he left them, and that must be why. 
 
    That is also why Xavier is alone now. Because his family split apart. Xavier picks up the piece of paper and rips it in half, leaving his father on one side, his mother on the other. Then he crumples both sides up because neither his father nor his mother are around. Not now, not when Xavier most needs them. 
 
    The boy is lonely and it hurts, feels as though a dagger has pierced his empty gut. If only his mother had been nice to his father, his father would have stayed. Then they would have been home together the morning of the quake. 
 
    Then Xavier would not be in this alone. 
 
    But he is alone, and certain that every other tenant has fled the building never to return. He is alone with the noises and shadows at night, alone while the building continues to shake from aftershocks and the smoke continues to rise. And the fire is coming for him. He feels it in his bones. 
 
    Xavier rises to his feet and runs at the front door, slams into it with his shoulder, but is only knocked back to the floor. His face is glowing red; he can feel the heat in his cheeks. He gets to his feet again and moves toward the window. He looks for the dog but is sure that the dog is now dead and buried somewhere under the rubble. 
 
    He screams for help but knows no one can hear him. If he opens the window the smoke will come in. The smoke will throttle him by the neck and strangle him. 
 
    The window must always remain closed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    Craig lifted his head from the table then slowly raised the lid of each eye. The laptop had been doing that all night. Coming to life, welcoming him, then as soon as he moved for the keyboard bellowing, “Goodbye!” He had finally moved them out of the bedroom where most of the activity seemed to be taking place. Where Amy had been smacked around and he had gone a few rounds with the weighty wooden bookcase. Where the temperature seemed to be rising at an even faster rate. And where, of course, he’d encountered that... 
 
    (Click clickclick click) 
 
    ... fucking thing. 
 
    He had started writing while Amy slept on the couch, but he’d felt irritable and exhausted, been sweating and short of breath. His vision was blurred. He had lost much of his desire to write and felt depressed, so he’d put his head on the table and fallen asleep. 
 
    He went to the window where the first light of morning was now beginning to spill in. The dog lay curled up in a corner, partly hidden by the shadows. Craig tried opening the window yet again. 
 
    How could he figure a way out if he couldn’t even think straight? 
 
    He moved toward the kitchen, having to rub out sharp cramps in his calf muscles as he went. When he hit the linoleum he pulled himself out of the fly on his boxers and headed toward the sink. He looked up at the bleak kitchen light and began to pee. 
 
    His urine was the color of copper. “You’re dehydrating.” 
 
    Her voice startled him. It was a low throaty rasp, the same sound she’d made last winter when she came down with a bad case of laryngitis. He stared down into the sink and nodded. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    His throat burned as he spoke, his own voice resembling hers. She didn’t respond, only stood there blinking at him. Her pupils had eaten up most of her irises so that she looked like she was ridiculously high, as though she were rolling on a half dozen hits of ecstasy. 
 
    “I have an idea,” he said. “But it’s going to require some strength. 
 
    More than I think either of us has right now.” Her head tilted toward the icebox. 
 
    “I already checked that last night,” he said. “It’s all gone. Melted.” She lowered her head. “That’s all we had.” 
 
    “What about paper? We’ve got plenty of that.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “It’s nondigestible. No nutritional value. It’ll make you feel full but it won’t give you any calories or energy.” 
 
    He put his hand on his stomach. Now that she said it he realized he already felt full. He was weak but he felt no hunger whatsoever. 
 
    “You’ve lost your appetite,” she said, as though she were reading his mind. 
 
    He nodded. “How’d you know?” 
 
    “I’ve lost mine, too. It’s another symptom of dehydration.” 
 
    For the first time since his agent sold Libations he thought of suicide, of ending it all with a knife along the wrists or a bedsheet around the neck, something, anything to keep from dying of thirst, from being overcome by the heat, from having his organs shut down one by one and being helpless to stop it. If he had to die he at least wanted to take the easy way out, to control it. 
 
    “What was your idea?” she said. 
 
    Should he kill her first? It would be cruel, he thought, to leave her here to die in the flat alone, to kill himself without so much as saying goodbye. It would be cruel, too, to kill himself in front of her, to make her deal with a dead body in the final hours or days of her own life. Cruel to make a pact, to let her in any way know what was coming when her death could be quick and fairly painless, when it could be delivered without any notice, without warning, so that she wouldn’t experience any further fear, any further suffering. But how should he do it? 
 
    “What was your idea?” she repeated “Forget it.” 
 
    He stepped past her and out of the kitchen, much different ideas now flooding his mind. He could get them out of the flat after all. Not in the way Amy thought, not in the way he had originally intended. But at least he could end the waiting, the unknowing. At least he could end the pain. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said, following him. “You said you had an idea, I want to hear it.” 
 
    A pillow, maybe. That was humane. But he wasn’t sure he had the strength. What if she fought him off, clawed his eyes out or kicked him in the nuts? 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    The television. He could unplug it, hit her on the fucking head. That would put her right out. Then, if she were still breathing, he could finish the job any way he’d like. But did he even have the strength to lift the goddamn thing high enough to crack her skull with it? 
 
    He rounded the corner and stepped into the bedroom. “Craig,” she said, still on his heels. “Craig.” 
 
    He could take her in his arms, comfort her, then toss her on the bare mattress and break her neck. That wouldn’t take much strength. Her bones had to be brittle by now, and anyway, how hard was it to break a human neck? Couldn’t be that difficult; it was just that not enough people tried. 
 
    “It can’t hurt to just tell me,” she said. “Maybe it’ll give me another idea.” 
 
    He cracked open the bathroom door, breathed in the thick horrible stench. 
 
    “Please, Craig.” 
 
    He could grab her by the hair, hold down her head, drown her in the toilet. Have her bob for his fucking Vicodin. Yeah, that kind of turned him on. Had a certain poetic justice to it. That was something he could definitely get on board with. 
 
    He turned and brushed past her out of the bathroom. “You’re scaring me.”  
 
    He could spin around and punch her in the mouth right now. Knock her down and just beat her to death. Maybe drive her nose up into her brain. 
 
    He reached for the lamp, hefted it up and felt its weight.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” she said. 
 
    He looked at her, trying to hide his disappointment.  
 
    “I know what we can eat.” 
 
    Grudgingly, he set down the lamp. “You do? What, you’ve been saving a bag of candy corns in your luggage?” 
 
    She was staring down at her feet. For a moment, Craig pictured himself sawing them off. 
 
    “I wish. This isn’t going to be as tasty as that. Let’s go back to the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    This wouldn’t be easy; she knew that much. She could do it, she thought, but she wasn’t sure about him. He wouldn’t even eat the ice, wouldn’t even suck on a few specks of dirt if it meant saving his own life. She had to handle this right, had to take all she had learned from him and persuade him as he would her. She had to make this work. Because he was falling into too deep a despair, and if he wasn’t already thinking about killing himself, he would be soon. And she didn’t think she would make it out of the flat without him. 
 
    “You’ve got to trust me,” she said as they stepped into the kitchen. “Remember that I’m a professional nutritionist.” 
 
    He grunted, an awkward attempt a smirk. 
 
    “We don’t have any conventional food,” she continued, “so we’re going to have to make do.” 
 
    “Make do?” 
 
    Her knees made an audible popping sound as she lowered herself onto the kitchen floor. She set her hands on the cool linoleum. Felt the grime stick to the sweat on her palms. She put it out of her head and tried to concentrate. How to do this? 
 
    How to lure them out? 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could do it right now, snatch the icepick off the counter and stick it into the base of her neck. Bleed her like a fucking pig. Or he could close his hands around her throat, he could tell her how sorry he was as he strangled her, profess how much he loved her as he squeezed out the last of the life left in her. That he could do, and it would be a sweet ending for his 
 
    For my what? 
 
    “Can you look in the drawer,” she said, “and find me something long and thin?” 
 
    “Long and thin?” 
 
    She nodded. “Something that’ll fit under the fridge.”  
 
    He slid open one of the drawers, the one in which he had found the icepick. There were some rusted utensils inside, some bent forks and spoons, a couple knives. He considered sticking one in her eye. 
 
    On the bottom of the drawer he spotted a twelve-inch wooden ruler. He dug his hand in and pulled it out. The pulse in his ear began beating. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    He handed it to her and she slipped it beneath the fridge, seemed to fish for something, then pulled out a litter of dust bunnies. She shook some off and tore the rest free with her hand. She slipped the ruler back under the fridge. 
 
    After some fiddling, a small brown roach scurried out from underneath. She trapped it beneath her hand, going dizzy with the effort. 
 
    Craig gaped. He took a step backward, feeling faint. 
 
    Amy looked up at him, her face a blank slate. “Would you prefer yours dead or alive?” 
 
    He turned up the left corner of his mouth. “Are you shitting me?” “Craig,” she said. Her tone was matter-of-fact. “We have to eat. 
 
    And these little guys are all we’ve got.” She scooped the insect up in her hand, pinched its skeleton so that it couldn’t skirt away. “It won’t hurt you. Just close your eyes and hold your nose, chew a bit and swallow it down.” 
 
    He felt sick with revulsion and gagged. “I can’t eat that,” he said. “I can’t even look at it let alone put it in my mouth.” 
 
    “It’s a source of protein.” “Protein?” 
 
    “Just because cockroaches aren’t eaten in our culture doesn’t mean they’re not food. Native cultures all over the world eat bugs as a source of sustenance. Grubs, beetles, roaches, too. I even read that with the world population booming, it won’t be long before all of us are eating insects, anyway.” 
 
    His hands started shaking and he couldn’t tune out the pulse in his ear. He should have fucking killed her in the bathroom. “Who the fuck eats roaches,” he said. 
 
    It wasn’t a question but Amy answered anyway. “You do. I do. Everybody does. I read somewhere that the average adult consumes around one-to-two pounds of insect parts per year, incidentally as part of their food. The FDA allows that much. So you’re already used to it!” 
 
    The roach was squirming in her hand. Craig knew that if there were anything in his stomach he would already have  thrown it  up. As it was, he just stood there and stared, waiting for her to say this was all a joke, she was only trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You can hold your nose,” she said. “Pretend that it’s a Frito or something.” 
 
    He gagged again, backed away, imagining the insect squirming in his mouth, over his tongue, lodging itself in his throat. Squeezing its way down his esophagus, building a nest in the pit of his stomach. Laying eggs… 
 
    “Oh, shit. I’m gonna be sick.” He turned an dry-heaved into the sink. 
 
    “You need to get over this fear. You need to eat this in order to live.” 
 
    Live? he thought. 
 
    (“I fucking hate you. You should’ve never been born.”) 
 
    “Please,” she begged. “If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for me. 
 
    I won’t make it in here on my own.” 
 
    (What does it matter? You have a tumor.) (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    His eyes welled up until she and the roach disappeared into a watery blur. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, felt a warm trickle down the left side of his face. Crying away what little hydration he had left. Fucking crybaby. 
 
    They could do it. They could do it if they only had the strength. They could, they would escape. But not unless they ate. She was right. Right now simply standing here made him short of breath. But something solid in his stomach—even an insect—that could provide enough calories to do the trick. He didn’t need much energy, just a little. Just enough to carry out his plan. Just enough to get them out of the fucking flat. 
 
    (Or you could skip the roach and kill her and that would be that.) 
 
    That was an idea. But then he wouldn’t be able to finish his book. Wouldn’t even get to see Libations published. What the hell kind of ending was that? 
 
    He kept his eyes closed and dropped onto his knees, shuddered as they smacked on the hard linoleum. He savored the pain. It took his mind from what Amy held in her hand, from the small brown roach squirming for its own survival, writhing, trying to make its way to safety back under the fridge. 
 
    He flashed on the six days and nights he had been forced to spend in the basement as a child—what his mother called “solitary confinement” for pilfering a Mets hat from their store—when he would wake to find mulch worms crawling up and down his arms and legs, across his face and neck. He never could stand the fucking sight of insects after that. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    “Now!” He opened wide his mouth and stuck out his tongue. She placed the roach between his lips. 
 
    He felt it crawl toward the right side of his cheek. 
 
    Then he bit down. Heard the crunch. Felt the ooze. Swallowed it down. 
 
    And tried like fuck not to hurl it back up. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Her hands bled onto the carpet where the bed had been. Onto a rust-colored stain in the shape of a foot, blending in drip by drip by drip, and she wondered whose blood hers was mixing with. 
 
    She dropped the metal fork onto the floor. “This isn’t working,” she cried. And Craig threw down the knife. 
 
    He had eaten the roach, that and three more. He’d gagged and vomited the first one back up, but by the fourth, he’d chewed it as though it were cotton candy-flavored bubble gum. His head had tilted severely to the side and his eyes had gone dark again, as when he’d flung the broken lockbox at her feet. But then he’d seemed all right. He’d helped her through her own meal, aided her in capturing three more, in stunning them and cracking their carapaces while putting them in her mouth. Then they continued taking turns trying to fish the roaches out from under the fridge for later. He even made jokes. 
 
    But after that he was all business. He became that take-charge Craig she had met in the city and fallen in love with. The man who need only grab her by the hand to make her feel safe. He had laid out his plan and she listened, hung on his every word, impressed not so much by his thoughts but by his enthusiasm, his optimism, his sudden will to survive. 
 
    “We’re going next door,” he’d outlined. “We’re going to move the bed and break through that fucking wall, and then we’re going to walk out their goddamn door.” 
 
    “Why that wall?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “That’s where it all started--the music, then the pounding. What if there’s somebody or some thing in there?” He put his hands on her shoulders, the way he had when her grandmother died. “You said yourself, the wall in the bedroom must be paper thin. It’s the only wall in this flat that leads into another apartment. The walls that lead out into the hall are going to be thicker, stronger, probably reinforced with cinder blocks. The bedroom wall is the easiest to break. It’s our only hope.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said finally. “How do we break through it?” 
 
    It was then they started searching for tools, for something they could use to scrape through the stucco, to smash through the wooden laths. The chairs seemed too brittle, as though they would break apart in their hands. Craig passed on the table and went back into the kitchen and retrieved two utensils, a fork for her, a knife for himself. 
 
    Now he tied a tee shirt around her hand. There was a lot of blood but the cut wasn’t deep. They had barely breached the surface of the wall. 
 
    “What now?” she said. 
 
    Once they had reached the bedroom with the fork and knife, they tossed the utensils down onto the bed and stared. It was a four poster that seemed too heavy to move, especially in their weakened state. 
 
    They heaved and they hoed and inch by inch the four poster moved across the carpet, revealing deep indentations and stains. Once they had the space they needed they stared at the wall. 
 
    “Get the phrase book,” Amy suggested. “Let’s see what it says.” 
 
    Craig stood idle, staring down at the spot on the wall. Etched deep in the stucco were the words: 
 
      
 
    A maneira de viver é viajar 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to,” he said, snatching the utensils from the bed. He handed the fork back to Amy. “It says ‘To travel is to live.’” 
 
    He didn’t explain. And she didn’t ask. They went right to work on the wall, stabbing at it like masked psychopaths in a slasher film. 
 
    And now she was bleeding, a deep dark red seeping through Craig’s tee shirt. She had stabbed herself in the hand. 
 
    “The bed,” he said. “If I can break off one of the posts I can use it as a hammer.” He lightly squeezed her hand. “Can you keep going, baby?” What choice did she have? She wanted to get married, to have children. To watch them grow up. To attend their graduations and their own weddings. To someday retire and to trav...Well, maybe not travel anymore. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Okay. See if you can find something to use in the kitchen.” 
 
    What had she done? Why hadn’t she just stayed with him in Hawaii? 
 
    Why had she been so stubborn about filing for bankruptcy? Craig was a lawyer; he knew what bankruptcy was all about. He had explained that it wouldn’t affect her life in the least, that the only change would be in her paying for everything with cash instead of credit. That in less than a decade she’d be fully restored and it would be as though it never happened. 
 
    Why was she so dumb? 
 
    Because she had listened to her mother. Her selfish petty fucking mother. An ugly old bag with a bull-dyke haircut who hasn’t been happy with herself a single day in her miserable life. This was who she was taking love advice from. Someone who wanted her nearby no matter what the price. Someone who didn’t hesitate to suggest that Amy leave her lover, yet who, in thirty-five years, couldn’t seem to leave her own husband. Why was she still with Amy’s father if she was so unhappy? Why all the talking and plotting behind his back without a single overt act? All the whispers and bad-mouthing. Amy had despised her father for so long and now she couldn’t quite understand why. 
 
    Because her mother had poisoned her against him. As sure as she had poisoned her against Craig. But were they really the bad guys? Two men who shrugged off convention but truly tried their best? 
 
    That fucking cunt, she thought. 
 
    And then she was in the kitchen, holding another knife. She glanced at it and started trembling. The reflection showed a set of dark deep set eyes, feminine but older. The knife fell with a clank onto the linoleum floor, just inches from her bare toes. 
 
    She squatted to pick it up and heard her knees pop again. Felt a sharp pain shoot through her legs. 
 
    She stood and stepped over to the oven, opened the oven door. Inside was as filthy as the rest of the flat. Burnt food residue and grime caked to the sides, giving off an awful smell. She closed it back up. 
 
    What could she use? 
 
    She opened the oven back up and pulled out the crud-covered rack. When she got back to the bedroom Craig was holding a bedpost. 
 
    His own hands and arms were scraped and red. “What—” 
 
    He smiled. “Don’t ask,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He put his left hand over his stomach. “I don’t  think those cockroaches are agreeing with me, sweetie.” He winked at her. “But other than that I’m all right.” 
 
    She held the oven rack up for him to see. 
 
    “Excellent,” he said. “Now let’s tear this motherfucker down.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said, slamming the heavy wooden bedpost into the wall, “something tells me we’re not going to get our security deposit back.” 
 
    He turned and looked at her, could see the trace of a smile on her perfect face. Perfect even now, with a slightly swollen nose, dark rings beneath her eyes, cheeks as pale and hollow as a ghost’s. Still beautiful. Even as she stood with a grimy oven rack in her hands, sweating like a lumberjack in dirty, smelly nightclothes. 
 
    He lifted the post and drove it into the wall again. His hands and arms ached and he could feel splinters pierce deep into his flesh. He backed away and stared at their progress. 
 
    “Won’t be a first,” she said. “The wall we painted red in Battery Park? And we broke our lease in Waikiki, left our landlord high and dry?” She motioned with her chin toward the wall. “This seems about right.” 
 
    Sweat beaded on his bare chest and stomach. It poured like a warm acidic rain into his eyes. He drew a breath and struck the wall again. 
 
    Amy stabbed at the stucco with the oven rack. She used her faded red nightshirt to dab at her sweat. It was the one he had bought for her at Victoria’s Secret for their first Christmas together. It read the night is young. 
 
    “Ugh,” she groaned. “I smell like the Four train during rush hour.” 
 
    Craig winked at her. “You’ve smelled worse.” He swung the bed post again. A large chunk of stucco came loose and fell to the floor. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    He leaned in and examined the inside of the wall. He brushed some of the dust away and squinted. The dust stuck to his damp fingers and turned them white. 
 
    “Okay, maybe not worse. But not much better.” 
 
    He peered in at the wooden laths, the plaster squeezing through the gaps, locking the laths to the walls and ceiling. 
 
    He thought of his last summation before a civil jury of six in Kings County. “We the plaintiffs have presented our case,” he’d said, “built it brick by brick, lath by lath. All the defendant’s attorney has done is try to impede its construction, to knock it back down. When you head into the jury room to deliberate, I’d like you each to remember that it takes a master craftsman to put up a house. Any old fool can knock one down.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘not much better’?” she persisted. “When?” 
 
    He took a step back and raised the bedpost again. “Remember our third date? The one that lasted three days?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, as he drove the post into the wall. “But—” 
 
    “But nothing,” he said, his lips turned up in a semi-smile. “You didn’t shower the entire time you were at my apartment. I was beginning to wonder whether you ever showered.” 
 
    “Well, I never planned on staying that long.” He shrugged. “But you did.” 
 
    “I was uncomfortable. And I didn’t have any clean clothes to put on.” 
 
    “And you were sweating. The whole weekend.” 
 
    “Well, you had the damn heat at eighty-two. And you insisted we cover ourselves with that thick stifling gold comforter.” 
 
    “It was freezing,” he said. “I hate the cold; I can’t bear it. Besides, it doesn’t matter how little clothes you wear or how few blankets you cover yourself with, you always sweat in your sleep.” 
 
    She lifted the rack and took a swipe at the crumbling stucco. “So, I smelled, is that it?” 
 
    “Let’s put it this way: When I told Danny about you, I referred to you as Stinky.” 
 
    He laid the bedpost down and sat on the floor. She dropped the oven rack on the rug and slowly set herself down across from him, wincing as she did. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Stinky, you smell like a rose compared to what’s coming out of the bathroom.” 
 
    She swiveled her head. “Should I close the door?” 
 
    “Nah. We need the light. Just think about something that smells wonderful.” 
 
    She rubbed her temples and squeezed shut her eyes. “My favorite smell,” she came up with, “is when we drove up the North Shore on Oahu with the top down on the Jeep and passed the pineapple fields. It smelled so delicious and sweet.” 
 
    “Really?” he said. “Definitely.” 
 
    He folded his legs underneath him and rested his chin on his chest. “What else did you love about Hawaii?” 
 
    She sighed. “Pretty much everything, Craig. The rainbows, the beach, the ocean. The mountains. The people.” She hesitated, then said solemnly, “The restaurants, the food.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, his voice still a strained and tired rasp. “Better than cockroaches?” he said, raising his left eyebrow as best he could. “Oahu had some big cockroaches, too.” 
 
    “What was the name of that Italian place in Waikiki? That was my favorite, I think.” 
 
    “Matteo’s, right. I could go for a nice fat loaf of taro bread,” he said. “Even some poi.” 
 
    Amy leaned back on the carpet, curled her feet behind her. “I know where you would take us if we could leave right now. That cheeseburger place on Kalakaua across from the beach.” 
 
    “I’ll never understand why you wouldn’t try one of those.” 
 
    “I don’t like burgers,” she said. “But, between you and me, I’d eat one right now.” 
 
    “I’d settle for a glass of ice water.” 
 
    With that, he rose to his feet. He lifted the bedpost and eyed the damaged wall. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “Do you smell that?” he asked. 
 
    She stopped digging at the wall with her hands and stepped back. She smelled the combination of vomit and feces assaulting them from the bathroom along with their own pungent sweat. The temperature in the room had to be in triple digits by now-- a thick, sweltering heat that made the backbreaking work even more difficult. She could hardly breathe, let alone smell anything else. 
 
    “It smells like smoke,” he said, after getting no reply. 
 
    The room filled with silence. The fado had ceased hours ago and Amy had discovered that the quiet was as unnerving as the music. Maybe more so.  
 
    There was a large hole where wall had once been and a large section of wooden laths and plaster was exposed. She would need another tool to hammer away at the laths. The oven rack was fine for picking apart the stucco, but it wouldn’t fare very well against the boards. 
 
    “Keep digging,” she said. “I’m going to see if I can find something else.” 
 
    Out in the living room she plopped down on the couch. She was exhausted, didn’t think she could dig anymore. Didn’t think she could help break through the laths. She didn’t see how Craig was still standing. He had been so dependent on her for everything back in the States. 
 
    He’d needed her, sure as he needed oxygen. But did he love her? That had been another question altogether. 
 
    Her mother had said no. She’d said the very fact that Craig needed her for the simplest of daily tasks spoke volumes. That was neither love nor desire. On and on her mother went, going so far as to quote twentieth century German Marxist philosopher Erich Fromm: “Immature love says, ‘I love you because I need you.’ Mature love says, ‘I need you because I love you.’” 
 
    But the more Amy thought about it now, the more she realized her mom had been wrong. And she hated her for pushing her so long in the wrong direction. Christ, Mom, Amy thought now, get a fucking life. 
 
    She got to her feet, willing away the pain. She headed over to the window to catch sight of the dog in the alley. 
 
    He wasn’t there. 
 
    Only the trash and the cobblestones and the building across the way, illuminated by a sky as gray as a day-old corpse. No movement whatsoever, no sign of life. 
 
    Behind her, the television clicked on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig continued digging. 
 
    So she had loved the smell of pineapples as they drove past the fields up to the North Shore. She’d loved the rainbows, the beaches, the ocean, the mountains, the people, the restaurants, the food. She had loved Hawaii. Just not him—at least not enough to stay with him. At least not there on Oahu. Not with her mother folding her arms and tapping her foot back on the east coast. Could he blame her? What was there to love? A burned-out junkie lawyer who couldn’t sell a fucking novel to save his life? So Amy had listened to her mother. Who knows? Maybe her fucking mother was right. Certainly his own mother would have agreed with her, confirmed that her son was a waste of life. He shouldn’t have followed Amy home to Manhattan. He should have just stayed there on the island, tied weights to his legs, jumped into the Pacific and drowned himself. Now look at the fucking mess he had gotten Amy into. Trapped in a fucking flat thousands of miles from home. 
 
    His face itched, the course hairs on his cheeks and beneath his chin curling back toward his sensitive skin, tickling, teasing, irritating him. He pulled his hands from the wall but he couldn’t scratch. He looked down at them, covered in plaster and filth. He cringed. There was nothing he could do, no way to clean them. He stuck them back into the wall and attacked the stucco. 
 
    I got her into this mess, he thought. I’m gonna get her the fuck out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned toward the television and squinted. A snowy image appeared in black and white. It was a pretty female talking-head on CNN. No, not CNN, but the BBC. She crept closer and double-checked the cord. The cord was still plugged into the wall. 
 
    She knelt in front of the screen and turned up the sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook a large chunk of the wall loose and set it down on the floor. 
 
    Maybe she had loved him all along. Or at least liked him a lot. Surely enough to go to Honolulu with him in the first place, to accept his marriage proposal. Enough to lay all her savings on the line and to rack up her credit in order to try to make things work. Maybe she did love him. 
 
    He had certainly thought so back when they were kayaking out to the Mokulua Islands. When they were driving up Tantalus to capture that stunning view of Diamond Head. He’d thought so when they swam to Goat Island and Chinaman’s Hat. All those times they’d tossed the frisbee in Ko Olina and sat sipping Kona coffee on their lanai. 
 
    Sure, she had loved him. But then why all of this? Why leave him behind in Hawaii? Why abandon him when he needed her most? 
 
    The pulse in his ear started up again. Then came the soft sound of fado through the ruined wall. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    And why in the hell had she fucked that bastardo downstairs? 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman on television spoke in a British accent. 
 
    “...Flight 1726 from Newark to Lisbon was carrying four-hundred and thirty-two passengers and twenty-seven crew members when it crashed into the Atlantic, killing everyone on board...” 
 
    Amy fell off her haunches and onto the floor. Her heart pounded. That is, if she still had a heart. She held her right hand against the left side of her chest and felt the rapid beating, like a fetus kicking in its mother’s womb. 
 
    The picture turned fuzzy but she could make out shots of flaming wreckage in the sea. Definitely the airline they’d flown, almost certainly their plane, though she could no longer recall their flight number. The anchor’s voice finally fell victim to static. 
 
    She pushed herself to her knees, winced from the inexplicable pain in her joints and got to her feet. Despite the fierce heat she had broken out in gooseflesh again. She tried to rub it away but it wouldn’t leave. 
 
    “What do I do?” she whispered. 
 
    The anchor’s voice suddenly rose above the static. It was a calm, smoky voice; distinctively British as before but now with a hint of menace. 
 
    “The dead don’t whisper,” the woman said evenly. “They scream.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she didn’t just fuck that prick downstairs, she was in love with him. She was going to run away with him. Flit off to the Azores and leave him in Lisbon to rot. To waste away alone in this very fucking flat, with its memories and its music and its constant goddamn loneliness. 
 
    But not anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She hurried into the bedroom, found him standing stone still, staring at the wall. 
 
    “Craig,” she cried, “come here, quick. You have to see this.” 
 
    Slowly he turned to face her. His eyes were dark and his head was tilted to one side. “See what?” 
 
    “Oh my god,” she said, her chest heaving. “The TV. Craig, I think we’re dead.” 
 
    He laughed. It was a full-throated, hearty laugh, the kind she had only seen him use around Danny. 
 
    “That’s crazy talk! You’re out of your fucking mind. Batshit crazy. Maluco.” He threw his hands in the air, wiggling his fingers, mocking her. “You’re mad as a loon.” 
 
    She took a step backward, too frightened to cry. “I’m not crazy. I swear. It was on the television in the living room. Come see for yourself. They’re saying our plane went down.” 
 
    His mouth contorted into a depraved grin. “Guess that means we won’t have to go to your mother’s next Christmas.”  
 
    “Craig,” she yelled, “this is serious.” 
 
    The grin disappeared. “Oh, it’s serious all right. Serious as a heart attack. Or an aneurism. Do you realize, Amy, that with an aneurism...” He clicked his fingers. “With an aneurism you go like that!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He hunched down and picked up the knife he’d been using earlier to scrape at the wall. “What I’m talking about, honeybunch, is this…” He turned the blade and held it over the palm of his right hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re not dead. The dead don’t bleed. Look.” He jammed the blade into his flesh and screamed. 
 
    Blood fell down his fingers and onto the stained carpet. He lifted his arm but continued to bleed, the crimson pouring down, forming a puddle at his feet. 
 
    She spun toward the dresser and pulled it open, tore out a set of spare sheets. She flung a pillowcase toward him and he quickly wrapped it around his hand, biting down on it with his teeth. 
 
    She wanted so badly to help but was afraid to approach him. The knife was on the bloody carpet but still within his reach. 
 
    He continued screaming. “Fuck, shit, fuck. That hurt like a bitch.” 
 
    Finally she moved toward him, careful to kick the handle of the knife away with her foot. 
 
    “Let me see,” she said, taking hold of his injured hand. 
 
    He looked up at her, tears filling his bloodshot eyes. He looked like Craig again. The way she imagined him when she’d decided to leave him behind. 
 
    Carefully she unwrapped the pillowcase and exposed his hand. She tried to stifle her reaction but she couldn’t hold back the gasp. 
 
    His right ring finger was completely severed, hanging backward, barely clinging to his hand by a thin strip of skin. Blood continued to gush from the open stump. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” she assured him. “You’re going to be just fine.” 
 
    But as soon as she finished the sentence, Craig swayed on his feet, then fainted dead away. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    She continued digging as he rested on the mattress nearby. 
 
    She had to get them out. She had to tear down the rest of this stucco and then break through the laths. It all fell on her now. If they were going to get to safety, she had to keep going. She had to set aside her exhaustion, forget about  her headache and nausea, her hunger, her thirst, and keep clawing at the wall. She had to prevail. 
 
    Once she broke through she would help Craig get up, help him through the wall and into the flat next door. Then they’d leave that apartment through the front door, flee down the hall and down the stairs and out the downstairs door, into the street. They would find a cab or get to a pay phone and call the police. They’d escape the Alfama and head straight for the hospital. Craig would get stitched up. They would eat a meal, drink some water, then they’d book their flight. They’d leave for Lisbon Airport, take a plane back to Newark. They would stay in a hotel for a few days. They’d order room service and make love day and night. She’d stop taking the pill. 
 
    Then she would ask him—no, beg him—to marry her. However and wherever in the world he wanted to tie the knot. A quickie wedding in Vegas, an island wedding for two in the Caribbean. Any way he wanted was fine with her. And no one had to be there except for the two of them. 
 
    Then they would move. Back to Hawaii if he wanted. Back to Oahu, to the same Waikiki condo if it became available. Craig could finish his book on the beach. She could go back to work at Wahiawa General Hospital. They could start a family and someday they would buy a house. Maybe a cozy cottage in Kailua, or a townhome in Ko Olina, where Craig loved it so much. Or maybe they would move to Maui as he always talked about. Wherever he decided would be fine. 
 
    She wanted to grow old with him. Nothing else mattered anymore. Only that they would be together, that they’d support and love each other forever more. 
 
    Her mother would understand. And if she didn’t, then to hell with her. 
 
    Once they were well clear of the flat, she would tell Craig he was right. She would apologize for all she’d put him through, and this time she’d really mean it. She’d tell him how sorry she was for stranding him in Hawaii, how wrong she was to abandon him not once but twice. And for considering doing it again in Lisbon. For making him think she would leave him alone in the flat. 
 
    The flat. What kind of hell had they stepped into when they signed that goddamn lease? When they got on the plane? When they exited the taxi and walked up the broken stone steps? What kind of hell had they stepped into when they stepped into the flat? 
 
    They weren’t dead. She was all but sure of it now. She could see, she could taste, she could smell, and she could sure as hell feel. And the blood Craig bled when he accidentally cut off his finger was real as it gets. Even now it was still coagulating on the carpet. 
 
    So they weren’t dead. But they were well on the way to dying. She was equally sure of that. Whatever evil was in possession of this flat, it was winning. They could only last another day or two without water. Maybe not even that. Craig had lost a lot of blood. She was weak in the knees and could barely stand. Their bodies were breaking down and already may never fully recover. 
 
    But this flat wasn’t where she wanted their story to end. 
 
    She wanted children she and Craig could spoil. She wanted a home. She wanted to laugh and cry and live and only die from old age. For the first time she could remember, she wanted a life. Not the life her mother had envisioned for her, not the life her mother couldn’t lead herself. She had her own unique vision with puppies and kittens and Craig and cocktails on the beach. Of rainbows and mountains. Of being surrounded on all sides by the beautiful blue Pacific, as clear and as warm as a bath. She wanted what for one year they had actually had. She wanted it all back. 
 
    And if she could break through this goddamn wall she could get it. So she tore through the stucco with her bare hands, tossed it to the floor. She ripped at the plaster and pounded with her fists on the boards. 
 
    There was now enough of a hole for her to get through. All she needed to do was break down the laths. She lifted the bedpost that Craig had been using. It was far too heavy for her to swing. So she knelt back down and lifted the oven rack. 
 
    She glanced at Craig on the mattress, then turned and swung the rack at the laths as hard as she could. It vibrated in her fingers and stung her palms. But she struck at the boards again and again, each time applying more force. 
 
    For a half hour she worked through the silence. Occasionally, she looked over at Craig, who was still asleep or unconscious on the mattress. 
 
    Then she struck at the laths again. Many were damaged and some had started to crack. 
 
    She thought, Not long now; a few more minutes and we’ll be out of this fucking flat. 
 
    With that thought the heat seemed to increase. She suddenly felt a flash. She paused for a moment, then struck at the wood again. Drove the metal in between the laths. 
 
    The support started to crumble. 
 
    She felt a rush of excitement, her eyes darting from the laths to the plaster to the exposed wires. A small bit of light filtered through the cracks. 
 
    She lifted the rack again, this time above her head. She closed her eyes in case some wood or plaster flew up in her face. 
 
    On her face now was a smile, a look of contentment and relief. 
 
    Then she brought the oven rack down and immediately the power shorted out. She heard the sizzle. The current traveled through her body like a subway train. Through her fingers, up her arms, across her shoulders, into her neck, down her chest and up into her head. She smelled the burning flesh but couldn’t let go. 
 
    She released a desperate, chilling scream. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    He came to and heard her screaming. His eyelids seemed glued shut but he peeled them open. The scene was fuzzy and refused to come into focus. He tried to lift his head but couldn’t. His neck felt as though It were tied down by ten-pound weights. He squeezed his eyes shut again then forced them open. Saw Amy with the oven rack, the metal implement lodged in the wall, her hair standing on end like a cartoon cat that stuck its paw into a light socket. 
 
    He pushed away the fog and jumped from the bed. He felt faint but steadied himself on his feet, as though he were trying to act sober in front of a cop. He swallowed; the lining of his throat felt as though it were lined with glass but he knocked away the pain and tried to focus. If he grabbed hold of her he’d only share the current. He would be electrocuted, too. He couldn’t pull her off, no, but he could push her away, sure as he pushed away the pain and the fog. 
 
    He ran at her, tucking his shoulder as though he were back on the field at Bailey Ellard, playing strong safety for the Bishops, bearing down on a running back who had managed to break into the secondary. He had only played in one junior varsity exhibition game before his mother had forced him to quit. Had demanded he return to work at their fucking sports memorabilia store. But that one game was enough. 
 
    He led with his shoulder and ran into her, hitting her in the ribs. The current bore into him for only a moment but it was enough to give him a taste. Together he and Amy went down to the floor. 
 
    He smelled the seared flesh, felt a sudden emptiness in the room. He got to his knees and crawled toward her. Her chest lay as still as a flag on a windless night. She wasn’t breathing. 
 
    He began to panic. 
 
    But this had happened to him before. Three years ago, thousands of miles away in New York, in Craig’s Battery Park apartment. In his living room, he had dragged Danny’s body off the couch. Set it on the floor. And he’d begun to panic. 
 
      
 
    He’d opened Danny’s mouth, the November rain rapping at his windows nearly as hard as it had the night before. Danny’s mouth was lined with silver fillings, drilled into yellowed teeth, lodged into bright red gums. A smell overflowed from deep in Danny’s mouth, but it wasn’t his breath, because there was no breath. Just that putrid smell. The breath of the dead. 
 
    Pinching Danny’s nose, Craig lowered his mouth, creating a tight seal over Danny’s lips. Just like smoking out of a bong, he thought. Craig breathed into his best friend, glanced at Danny’s chest, watching it rise and fall. 
 
    Craig then moved to Danny’s chest and started the compressions. Counted one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. He looked at Danny’s face. A reddish brown ooze flowed like syrup from Danny’s nostrils, down his cheeks and onto the rug. 
 
    “Fuck!” Craig shouted. 
 
    Then the same ooze began sluicing out of Danny’s mouth. Over his lips, down his chin, covering his neck all the way down to his shirt. 
 
    That was when Craig lifted his head toward the ceiling and screamed. Now, he opened Amy’s mouth. It looked nothing like Danny’s. No silver fillings, no yellowed teeth, no bright red gums. Only the same putrid breath, but no breath, because there was none. The breath of the dead. 
 
    He pinched her nose. 
 
    He sealed her mouth with his, creating a vacuum. He breathed in as forcefully as he could. He watched her chest rise, and he breathed in again. 
 
    He started to cry, tiny salty beads forming in the corners of his eyes, dropping down his cheeks and making homes on his lips. He licked them away and breathed into her again. 
 
    Then he placed his hands on her chest, the way he’d done with Danny. Only he used less force this time, so as not to break her ribs. He pressed down and counted. 
 
    One two three four five six 
 
    He watched her face, frightened that he might find the same ooze that escaped Danny’s nose and mouth right about this time in the procedure. 
 
    He went back to her mouth and sealed it again with his. He breathed into her. 
 
    He performed CPR for three more minutes, moving from mouth to chest, chest to mouth, panicking every moment along the way, before finally she began to breathe on her own. Just barely, but at least she was breathing. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered and finally her pupils peeped out and focused on him. She coughed, hacked like a lifetime smoker. Her voice was little more than a crackle when she finally spoke. 
 
    “Whahapp?” 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered. “You’re going to be all right. You just got shocked a bit. You hit a live wire, but you’re going to be fine.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. Her breathing was slow and weary. Craig thought she might leave him again, might fall unconscious and die right here in his arms. Leave him for good. 
 
    Then her lips parted. “Still wanna marry me?” she rasped. 
 
    He smiled and smoothed back her hair. Kissed her gently on those dry, cracked lips. 
 
    “I wanna marry the hell out of you,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Break on through... 
 
    The sweat poured off him as he swung with the bedpost at the laths, each contact causing a painful reverberation that started at the fingers, traveled up the wrists into the forearms and biceps, and finally exploded as it reached his shoulders and neck. Saliva hung from his lips, and he tried with his tongue to suck it back in, to swallow, each success causing a raw burn that caused him to choke, the ache sliding down his throat and flooding his lungs, each cough like a punch to the chest. 
 
    Break on through... 
 
    Amy lay on the bed a few feet away, her lips as blue as the ocean, her eyes fixed on a stain on the ceiling. When he said her name she didn’t turn. When he told her he loved her she mumbled something about a recipe she’d lost at their apartment back in Battery Park. A few times Craig stopped what he was doing, set down the bedpost and went to her side. Her skin was cold and clammy, her pulse rapid but weak. Her breathing was shallow. When she started murmuring something about cereal and seashells, Craig knew she had gone into shock. 
 
    So he stood and went back to work on the laths. 
 
    Break on through to the other side, yeah... 
 
    We’re not going to die here, he thought. Wasn’t that what they all said aloud in the movies? He reached into the wall and snatched out some filthy old woven cotton insulation. He hesitated before yanking out some exposed copper wires. No shock, just the thin metal slicing open the fingers he had left on his right hand. He barely felt the pain. 
 
    The laths on the other side of the opening proved easier. He took the bedpost to them, swinging it like a baseball bat. The laths instantly splintered into pieces, falling like pins at his feet. Craig felt a strange raw excitement, as though he had just taken a long thick line of cocaine up each nostril. It burned like mad but felt good. Exhilarating. 
 
    We’re not going to die here, he thought again. 
 
    The plaster on the adjoining flat’s wall was the final obstacle. Had he wanted to, he could have taken ten steps back and run right through it like a freight train. But no, he wouldn’t do that. He would break it apart piece by piece with his hands instead, tear into it like a lion into a zebra. He’d eat the fucking wall if it came to that, rip it apart with his incisors. 
 
    He was so hungry. 
 
    (“It’s a tapeworm!”) 
 
    “It’s not a tapeworm,” he said. 
 
    (“It’s a tapeworm!”) 
 
    “It’s not a tapeworm!” 
 
    (“It’s a tapeworm! Dr. Post will have to go into your stomach and cut it out.”) 
 
    “It’s not a fucking tapeworm, you stupid cunt!” 
 
    Craig suddenly lunged forward and started clawing at the plaster, ripping into it with his fingernails, blood dripping down his forearms and onto his feet. It wasn’t a fucking tapeworm, not then and not now. He was hungry because he hadn’t had anything to eat. He was a kid, just a damn kid, and he was hungry and needed nourishment; some crackers or a cupcake or some shit. Anything. He didn’t have a tapeworm. Dr. Post didn’t have to cut his gut open and dig it out. He was fucking normal, just a normal little boy who wanted some food and a goddamn puppy or a kitten and some time away from that fucking store. 
 
    He shot his head into the plaster and it cracked, blood now dripping from his forehead into his eyes, stinging them, making him blind. But he kept tearing at that wall, because this was now his fucking cage, just like that goddamn sports memorabilia store had been, and everything he ever wanted was right on the other side. Friends and food and fun, good times, and Dr. Post with his motherfucking knife. And he would take the knife from him and slit Post’s throat and then plunge it into his mother’s stomach, searching for a tapeworm. He would dig and dig and dig and slice and slice and slice. He would tell her he found it, but then, no, sorry Ma, my bad, that’s just part of your intestine or something. I wouldn’t know, I’m not a doctor and I never will be, I just work in a sports store. Why don’t you wear this Mets hat I stole while I try again… 
 
    Break on through... Break on through... 
 
    Break on through to the other side, yeah... 
 
    Xavier is getting thinner; his pants no longer stay around his waist. He holds his pants up with his hands as he paces around the flat, light- headed. The fires are getting closer, surrounding him. He chokes from the smoke even with the window closed. 
 
    Xavier has gotten to talking to himself, light conversations at first, then about the future he wanted, about the past he should have escaped. Here in the flat, there is only the present. And the present, Xavier thinks, is the worst of all. 
 
    Xavier believes his mother must be dead, crushed in the rubble, burned in the fires, or swallowed by the waves that washed ashore. Serves her right for abandoning her boy. He wonders now how he could have ever thought he loved her. 
 
    He finds candles in the closet and matches to light them, so that the night will not be so damn dark. But the candles give off an eerie glow, form more shadows, and remind him that the fires are close by, that soon the flames will be coming to get him. 
 
    How could his mother be so cruel? 
 
    How could she have left Xavier alone all those nights? 
 
    How could his father have left his son behind with this bitch of a woman? 
 
    To Xavier, none of it makes any sense. Why couldn’t men and women get along with one another, even after they married and decided to spend their lives together, even after they created offspring? 
 
    If only Xavier’s mother and father remained together; yes, then Xavier’s mother would have never started drinking, she would not have gone down to the pier to be with rough men, she would not have spent nights with these men, leaving Xavier all alone, and most importantly she would have been home the night before the tremors, would have been home that very morning with Xavier and Xavier’s father, and the three of them could have escaped together. Then Xavier would not be here alone, trapped, starving, dying of thirst, waiting for the fires to reach him. 
 
    Xavier rests on his knees near the candles and prays, prays that his father never left, that his mother never drank, that all three of them lived in this flat together forever and ever. 
 
    “Vivimos aqui,” he cries out again and again, his small voice echoing off the walls of the tiny flat. 
 
    But Xavier had always been surrounded by a hatred he could not comprehend. His mother hated his father. His father must have hated his mother. Xavier’s mother hated her own mother and hated Xavier’s father’s mother, too. 
 
    They were family, they were all supposed to love each other, care for one another, weren’t they? None of this made any sense to him. Husbands and wives were meant to adore each other. Parents were meant to cherish their children. Then why all this hate? 
 
    Xavier is dying. His skin hangs loosely from his bones. He is angry. So angry. So angry and so helpless. There is no one, of course, to take this anger out on, so he takes it out on himself. Punishes himself. Holds his hand over the flame of the candle until his flesh is seared. At times he bangs his head against the bedroom wall until he feels dizzy and loses consciousness. 
 
    He draws pictures of all this, writes his story on the back of his pages, his words now barely legible. He thinks of all the horrible things he would do to his mother if she were here. Thinks of all the magnificent, terrible things he would do to his father. 
 
    They were incapable of love? Didn’t want to get along? Well, then Xavier would lock them together in this flat and let them fight it out. Let them tear each other limb from limb. He’d let them starve, waste away from thirst just like him. 
 
    Given the chance, Xavier would just sit back in the flat and let them both go mad. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    At dusk on the sixth day, Craig stood by the window and watched the dog, lying on its side, breathing shallowly, the skin and fur atop its ribs barely rising and falling at all. Craig tapped the glass and the dog’s eyes fluttered briefly toward the window before dropping back lifelessly onto the cobblestone. It was only a matter of time before the dog wouldn’t move its eyes at all. 
 
    In the flat the electricity was out entirely. Once night smothered dusk there would be no light in the flat at all, save for the glow of Craig’s laptop computer. The laptop’s battery had about three hours of juice left in it; not nearly enough time for Craig to complete his novel. 
 
    In a few hours all would be lost. 
 
    Craig left the window and walked toward the couch, where Amy lay, eyes closed, her pulse weak and growing weaker by the hour. He had dragged her body out of the bedroom that morning, then closed the bedroom door once and for all, never again to step inside and be left within the grasp of the flat next door. He hadn’t told Amy what he saw once he finally broke on through. 
 
    And he now vowed that he never would. 
 
    Craig knelt at Amy’s side, ran his hand up her long cold arm and felt only bone. For a moment his mind flashed on Tabasco sauce, on dripping a few ounces along her forearm… This meat’s not that fresh, baby, it might need a little help, just some Tabasco ought to do it…and taking a bite. Imagined what her cool flesh would taste like. A sudden hope rose in him and remained for a few thrilling moments, then passed. Alas, there was no Tabasco sauce in the flat. No doubt if there had been any they would have long consumed it by now, anyway, greedily guzzling the bottle down for the sustenance it provided even as it burned and burned and burned…. 
 
    “You’d want me to eat you if it came to that, wouldn’t you, baby?” he whispered in Amy’s ear. “You’d want me to devour your body so that I could live.” 
 
    She didn’t hear him, or if she did, she made no response. 
 
    If he were going to do it, now would be the time, before she died, before she wore the ghastly pallor of a corpse. She looked bad enough now as it was. But at least it was still Amy. At least he knew the meat was fresh. 
 
    “Would you scream if I just took a small taste?” he asked her. “Would you even feel it? Would you miss the flesh when you woke up?” Again, no reply. Only the slow, ugly breathing, in and out, in and out, 
 
    mocking Craig’s own inability to escape consciousness. 
 
    Maybe just a bite. 
 
    Craig had recently read about a criminal case in Canada, in which a pig farmer slaughtered dozens of women and hung their bodies on the meat hooks where the pig carcasses usually hung. During the trial it was revealed that many of the women were fed to the farmer’s regular customers, none of whom noticed the difference between human and pig. Maybe he seasoned the meat a little, Craig, thought, but the difference between pig flesh and human flesh was negligible. 
 
    Of course it is, Craig thought. Meat is meat. 
 
    He pinched the flesh just above Amy’s elbow between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand. Her arm jerked, although just barely, but it meant she continued to have at least some sensation in her arm. 
 
    He ground his teeth. “I could sit here and play with you all evening, baby,” he whispered to her. “But it’s a busy, busy day, and I’m a busy, busy bee. I’ve got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Craig turned back to the window, took one last look downstairs at the dog. From what he could see, the canine had ceased breathing. It lay motionless on the cobblestone like roadkill in the street, like a certain little black and white kitten all those years ago in Elmwood Park. Dead as dead could be. 
 
    Craig placed his hand on the pane of the window. Choking back a flood of unwelcomed emotion, he called, “Adeus, Duke.” Then he turned and sat in front of his laptop at the table. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’ve got a tumor!” 
 
    “Or an aneurism.” Craig chuckled and snapped the thumb and forefinger on his left hand. “With an aneurism you go like that!” 
 
    Craig minimized his email and pulled up his manuscript. He scrolled down from the title page and watched the Greek letters roll like the credits of a made-for-TV movie. He flashed briefly on a memory of he and Amy on the couch in their condo in Waikiki, his arm around her, her head snuggling against his shoulder as they watched the flat panel TV, as they scanned the credits of one of Craig’s favorite movies.  
 
    “Someday your name is going to be rolling across the screen,” she’d said to him. “‘Based on the novel by Craig Devlin.’” 
 
    “Based on the novel by Craig Devlin,” he now said to himself. It still sounded so sweet. 
 
    A few feet away the ancient television popped on. Craig glanced over to see that the set was still plugged in. Not that it really mattered to him anymore. 
 
    On the screen was a snowy local television station, the female anchor a dark-skinned Latin dream with black hair and even blacker eyes. She spoke in Portuguese as she completed a story about the war in Afghanistan, then she moved onto local news and suddenly began speaking in perfect English. 
 
    “The two American tourists who perished last week in a taxi here in Lisbon have finally been identified as Amy Berdan and Craig Devlin, of New York City. Devlin was the author of a memoir slated to be released...” Craig watched a still photo of the alley where Amy had nearly broken her nose. There in the dead center of the alley were two autos that had hit each other head on. One of them was their taxi. Only now it looked more like an accordion, the hood crumpled, the windows smashed out. An arm hung loosely from the back seat of the cab. The cobblestones below it were an abstract painting of blood and gore. 
 
    Craig shook his head, tuned it out, and started pecking away at the keyboard. He had less than three hours to complete his manuscript. There was no time to lose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of thousand words later, the dusk had diminished and the flat was completely dark. Craig had turned down the power on his laptop to conserve the battery. He was stalled, uncertain where to take the manuscript from here. Two-thirds of the way done, but he didn’t quite have an ending in mind. 
 
    Writers always screw up the ending, he thought. 
 
    A scratching noise disrupted the perfect silence, a sound like the clawing of a cat, like the sound Duke made when he ran his tiny kitten nails along the arm of the couch. Duke? Craig swallowed hard and thought, No. It sounds like something much larger than a cat. 
 
    On the couch, Amy remained unconscious. He stepped toward her, gave her a kiss on the mouth, his teeth maybe lingering a little too long around her lower lip. Maybe pulling a bit too hard at her flesh. 
 
    She tasted like salt water taffy flavored with sweat. The kind he bought on the Seaside Heights boardwalk all those years ago. 
 
    He let go. 
 
    In the darkness, he stepped past the small television, giving it a quick gentle kick with his bare foot. Then he stood by the closed bedroom door and listened to the scratching. 
 
    Something was inside, trying to get out. 
 
    Craig lowered himself on his haunches and pressed his right ear against the door. The clawing blended with the thump thump thump in his ear, forming something that sounded almost like music. 
 
    (“It’s a tumor.) 
 
    Craig scratched at the door with his own fingernails but made a much different sound. 
 
    (“Or an aneurism.) 
 
    Craig tapped toward the bottom of the door. 
 
    (“With an aneurism you go like that!”) If only, Craig thought. 
 
    He pressed his right ear against the door again and thought he heard a low hiss, like steam seeping through a pipe. Then click. 
 
    Craig’s heart skipped a beat, and he grabbed with his right hand at his chest, the severed finger still stinging like a bitch. 
 
    Click click. 
 
    “Danny?” Craig whispered. 
 
    Craig sat and pushed his back up against the door. “Is that you on the other side of this door, Danny-boy?” 
 
    Scratching. Click click. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Craig said, grinning in the darkness. 
 
    There was an awful smell wafting under the bedroom door. The shit and vomit from the bathroom, sure, but something worse now on top of it all. Craig gagged. Held a forearm over his nose and mouth. 
 
    Craig chuckled, nearly dry-heaved. “No showers in Hell, eh, buddy?” 
 
    Click clickclickclickclick. 
 
    Danny was moving around on the other side of the door, his bones grinding with his joints to make that hideous noise. 
 
    “Is this about our night in November?” Craig said, irritated now. “Is that what all this shit is about?” 
 
    There was no reply and Craig hadn’t expected any. Danny was never one to talk things out. 
 
    “Because if it is,” Craig said, “I’m the one who should be scaring the shit out of you. I should have dug up your fucking bones and tossed your skull to the bottom of the nearest Port-a-Potty, you cocksucker.” 
 
    Scraping at the door. Craig startled but stayed put. 
 
    “It was your fucking H,” Craig suddenly shouted. “It could’ve killed me, too. Could’ve taken me down right alongside you, you selfish shit. And you knew it. You knew how fucking pure it was. You lied to me and said you got it from someone you knew down in Philly. But you didn’t, did you, you fuck? You got it from Suede’s boy, after Suede warned us both to stay away from the shit!” 
 
    Craig twisted his torso and punched the door with his left fist. “How could you, you son of bitch? Do you know how I felt when I woke up next to you on the fucking couch and you didn’t? You know the kind of blame and guilt that rained down on me, even though you were the one who did it? Bastard. I took down just as much powder as you did. It was a flip of the coin that I’m still alive! And now you’re pulling this shit?” 
 
    Craig’s heart raced not from fear now, but out of anger. Danny had brought the heroin to his Battery Park apartment. He’d brought the crack. The Jack. Danny owned that night. It was Danny’s idea not to spike the vein, to sniff the H as though it were cocaine when they never before had. When they had no idea how much they were taking in after all that whiskey and crack. It was Danny’s fucking fault he was dead. And Craig had mourned the sick fuck long enough. He and Amy didn’t deserve this. They deserved to fucking live. 
 
    “The cops came, ya know?” Craig said quietly. “A half dozen of them, standing in my kitchen, asking me questions. Me having to run to the toilet to puke every ten minutes. My pupils the size of saucers. You fucking killed yourself, and I could’ve gone down for it.” 
 
    Craig laid his head back against the door and flashed back to that rainy November day. He’d missed a court appearance and two client meetings back at his office on Broadway. It was after that day that his practice started to collapse and he decided he couldn’t deal with the stress of being a lawyer in Manhattan any longer. 
 
    “It took years for me to get back on my feet,” he told Danny through the door. “Things were just starting to come together. That’s why Amy and I came here to Portugal, to put all that shit behind us.” 
 
    Craig tried to imagine the cover art for his memoir. Something he’d now never see. 
 
    Scratching, scraping at the foot of the door. The clicks louder, more persistent, as though Danny were trying to break free. 
 
    Craig sobbed and rested his head back against the door. Thought of Amy and the world they had intended to create together once they returned to the States. How could one night destroy three fucking lives? he thought. 
 
    As he drifted off, his head on the door, Craig thought he could hear Danny’s voice. It was a hissing, gargling sound that Danny’s body might have made that wet November morning on the throw rug that covered Craig’s hardwood floor. It seemed to repeat over and over and over and over again—three clipped syllables in the melodic rhythm of a heartbeat. 
 
    “Itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme itsnotme its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me its not me 
 
    “Its notme. “Its not me. “Its not me. “It’s not me.” 
 
    Craig pressed his palms tight against his ears. 
 
    If it’s not you, he thought, then who or what in the fuck is it? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Amy awoke in a darkness so complete she was sure she had gone blind. She called Craig’s name but her voice was so weak the sound barely traveled past her lips. She felt so old—ancient, as though she had aged decades in just the past few days. She knew it wasn’t long till the end. 
 
    With all the energy she could muster, she lifted her torso from the couch and slowly swung her legs over the side. Her head was woozy. She couldn’t remember how she had come to rest back in the living room. The last she recalled was lying electrocuted on the bedroom floor, Craig whispering in her ear, something about marrying the hell out of her. 
 
    Her bones ached and she couldn’t rise to her feet, so she dropped to the floor. Both her wrists cracked on impact and she feared at least one of them was broken. But she was able to crawl in the direction of the bedroom door. 
 
    In the pitch black, still unsure whether she could see, she moved like a slug across the carpet until she touched something that felt like flesh. She wrapped her fingers slowly around it and found that it was a foot. Craig’s cold foot. She gasped, her first thought being that Craig was dead. That he died sometime during the day while she slept. 
 
    Then she heard him stir. 
 
    “Craig?” she rasped, moving her hand up his leg. “Craig, are you all right?” 
 
    Amy crawled forward until she reached the door. She propped herself up against it next to Craig and listened to the musical sound of his breathing. 
 
    “Amy,” he whispered. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s me.” 
 
    He sighed. “I must have fallen asleep.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” She pressed her back up against the door, a surge of anxiety racing through her. She hesitated, afraid to ask, frightened at what his response might be. Finally, she steeled herself, looked in his direction though she still could not see. “Did you get through?” 
 
    Seconds passed in silence. “Get through to who?”  
 
    Something like anger rose in her throat but she waited a few moments to calm herself before speaking again. She no longer had the energy for anger. “I mean, did you get through the wall? Into the flat next door.” 
 
    She heard him take a deep weary breath. “Well?” she prompted. “Did you?” Another long pause. “Yeah.” 
 
    Her fingers tingled and she experienced a jolt, what felt like an aftershock of her electrocution in the bedroom. 
 
    “And?” she said. “And what?” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. “And what was in there?” 
 
    He offered up one of his long dramatic sighs. The sigh sounded so much louder here in the dark, almost as though it were flowing through speakers. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Amy sunk lower against the door, all hope she had gained when she discovered Craig alive now lost. “We can’t get out?” 
 
    “Not that way.”  
 
    Craig turned and curled himself into the corner. Amy shook him but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Let him sleep, she thought. 
 
    Painfully, she rose to her knees. Crawled in the darkness back in the direction of the living room, hoping to knock into the table that held Craig’s computer. 
 
    As she crawled, she tried to imagine what Craig saw. Images of her own ruined body that she’d seen through the peephole flooded her mind. She pushed them away, focused on the pain in her knees and elbows, the headache, the fire in her shrinking stomach. It will all be over soon, she kept reminding herself. Not long now. Not long now. 
 
    Amy tried to decide if she was afraid of dying. No, not afraid of dying, she determined, but afraid of all she was leaving behind. Her future. Their future. Children with Craig. First words. New homes and cars. Family reunions. She would never have a chance to say goodbye to anyone. To tell her mom and dad and brother she loved them. To give her nine-month-old niece Mischa one last kiss on one of her  pudgy little cheeks. 
 
    But she did take some small comfort in the fact that her last moments would be with Craig. One way or the other, her one and only true love in this world would be by her side as she perished. 
 
    They had experienced a rough few years, most of their problems her fault. She simply could not believe this was the price they would both have to pay for her stupidity. If only she stayed with him in Hawaii. If only she had explained to her mother how much she loved him. If only… 
 
    She felt a wall in front of her and used it to pull herself up. The joints in her knees cracked. Her fingers flitted over the window sill and quickly she lifted her hand higher to feel the coolness of the window pane. Why is there no light spilling in from outside? she thought. She managed to stand. Stared into the blackness. And immediately she began to see, not what stood outside, but rather the inside of the flat, all of it reflected back to her like a mirror. 
 
    Slowly, like a download on a dial-up computer, her own image appeared dead center in the window. As she lifted her eyes, her reflection did, too. But her hair was much darker than when she’d last seen it, her eyes now blacker than coal. Her face was haggard as she turned to one side. Then to the other. 
 
    She shuddered. Because that was when she first saw the burns. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    With Craig still asleep, curled up in a corner against the bedroom door, Amy turned from her reflection—not mine!—in the window and moved toward the table. She sat and opened Craig’s computer in the blackness. Immediately the screen glowed. 
 
    Everything was blurry and she could barely see the keys. She moved the mouse with the palm of her hand, gliding it over Craig’s virtual folders. She paused a short while over Libations & Infatuations, then shook her dizzy head and moved on to Letters from Lisbon. She double-clicked on the folder, which opened to several documents, most reading “notes” along with a date. She ran the cursor over a file marked “First and Final Draft” and double-clicked again. 
 
    The Word document opened. 
 
    She had lived with Craig long enough to know his writing habits. So she knew right off the bat to change the weird-looking font from Greek Courier to Times New Roman. The program performed the action and the words on the page snapped into legibility as if by magic. 
 
      
 
    Letters from Lisbon 
 
      
 
    a memoir 
 
      
 
      
 
    By Craig Devlin 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at the screen, her eyes burning as though she had just opened them in the sea. A memoir? But she was sure Craig was writing a novel. A fictional story set in Portugal. Hell, that was the entire reason for this trip. 
 
    Maybe he used the same title page from Libations & Infatuations and forgot to change “memoir” to “novel,” she thought. But Craig was so anal; that would be strange. 
 
    She scrolled down to the first chapter, titled Arrivals. 
 
      
 
    It started about three and a half hours into the flight. It was a painless sensation, a heavy rhythmic thumping like a heartbeat through a stethoscope. A throbbing in my right ear. At first I ignored it, dismissed it as a trick of the altitude, a minor disturbance resulting from a change in air pressure. It started to dull then faded altogether. But minutes later it returned as loud and unremitting as ever. I pinched my nose and swallowed hard. Stretched my jaw in a yawn but it had no effect. My ears seemed to pop. But the pulsating continued. 
 
      
 
    Mouth agape, Amy perused the paragraph below, her stomach tightening with every sentence she read. 
 
      
 
    ...Amy slept like the dead... 
 
      
 
    He was writing about their flight over from Newark. 
 
      
 
    Another four hours and we would touch down in Lisbon, claim our luggage, hop a taxi and travel through the city to our flat. 
 
      
 
    She read the following paragraph twice, focusing on a single word each time. 
 
      
 
    One year in Portugal, which would serve as the setting for my next book, a memoir tentatively titled Letters from Lisbon. A love story, a love tragedy I hoped would set the literary world afire... 
 
      
 
    “Memoir?” she said aloud, her own voice chilling her to the bone. “Fucking memoir?” 
 
    She glanced up at the paragraph again. 
 
      
 
    ...a love tragedy... 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was he planning?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still sitting pressed up against the bedroom door, Craig slowly opened his eyes. There was a faint glow coming from the living room and he wondered why. Had he left the fucking computer running? How long now before the battery died? 
 
    He tried to push himself up but couldn’t. There was no strength left in him. He was weaker than he had ever been in his life, as though he had just woken from a general anesthetic. 
 
    Forget the battery, he mused. How long now before I die? 
 
    (You mean, how long before you kill Amy and then take your own life.) 
 
    He pressed his ear against the door. From the flat next door he could hear the fado. He could feel the heat sealed up in the bedroom. Bile began rising in his throat. Then it was in his mouth and he tried to swallow it down. Instead the bile spilled over his bottom lip, dripped down his chin and onto his bare chest. He touched it, smeared it with his hand. 
 
    Not bile, he thought as he glimpsed the sample on the fingers of his left hand. The glow from the computer was just bright enough for him to see that the liquid wasn’t pastel yellow or neon green. It was a deep, dark red. 
 
    Not bile, but blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy scrolled down, chewing her bottom lip all the while. Chapter Two was titled The Taxi. 
 
    Chapter Three was titled The Flat. 
 
    Faster now: Chapter Four , The Tavern. Five, The Gypsies. Her stomach churned as she read and then reread the following paragraph. 
 
      
 
    And then one of their hands was fondling my crotch, slowly stroking me through my pants. A scarf slithered across my eyes; a warm tongue, the length of my lips. Whispers in the ear, followed by sensuous licks. 
 
      
 
    “The Gypsies,” she said, and then she was reading about their reluctant return to the Alfama in the cab. 
 
      
 
    “We have to go back to the flat,” I said. 
 
    And before Amy could mouth her objection, I leaned forward and told the driver there was a change in plans. I gave him our address in the Alfama. 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes, but she continued to scroll down. Chapter Six was simply titled Fado. Chapter Seven, The Pulse. She read more about the fucking thumping in his ear, the research he did on the Internet. She read how he thought he had a tumor. 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    She began shaking, trembling as she witnessed on the page Craig’s slow, painful descent into madness. 
 
    (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    Heart in her throat, she continued scrolling. Chapter Eight was The Dog. 
 
    Carefully, she read about his kitten Duke, about how his mother snatched the poor animal and banished it from their home. How Craig, oh poor Craig, found the kitten’s body six days later on Market Street, less than a mile from their home. 
 
      
 
    His skull was crushed down the middle, his eyes pouring out from either side. His furry white belly was split open, his insides scattered around him on the street. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Jesus fucking Christ,” she mumbled, moving on to Chapter Nine. The Movers. She read about his incident on the lift, his years stuck in that godawful  sports memorabilia store… 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Jesus fucking Christ,” Craig heard. 
 
    Amy’s voice. The sound was coming from the living room. She was awake. Alive. 
 
    (Playing on your computer.) 
 
    She couldn’t be, he thought. She knew better than that. Knew better than to use his laptop without his permission. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time the cunt had defied him. Wouldn’t be the first time she had broken a promise or lied. Now she was doing it again, playing  around on his computer, wasting the battery, maybe even snooping around in his folders. 
 
    (Maybe even reading your manuscript!) 
 
    “Holy shit,” he muttered, scrambling to his feet, pushing away the pain and exhaustion. 
 
    “Amy!” he cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her head shot up at the sound of his voice. Then she saw Craig’s form rounding the corner and she froze, her fingertips hovering above the mouse. Blood dripped from his lips, down his chest. 
 
    And for the first time since she’d met him, he looked as though he could kill her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    In the faint light given off by the laptop computer, Craig saw Amy’s face. Saw the sexy, cool fear in her eyes. And it made him hard. He clenched his fists as he strode across the living room toward the table. She didn’t move. Trembled but otherwise stayed as still as a Roman statue. 
 
    He lifted the chair opposite her and hurled it across the room, where it splintered into pieces. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    His voice wasn’t his own. But there was no time to debate minutia like that. Without further warning he reached for the edge of the table, palms up, clenching the corner with his nine fingers and flipped it right in front of her. 
 
    She spilled from the chair and fell onto the rug to her right, bawling like a newborn baby. 
 
    The computer lay open on its side, still feeding the room with bleak artificial light, and he savored the horrified look on her face. He stared into her pitch black eyes and smiled. 
 
    “You filthy slut,” he hissed. 
 
    “Craig,” she cried, “what are you doing? What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    She tried to sit up but fell backward, yelping in pain as she fumbled toward the couch. 
 
    He reached down and grabbed her by the waist, lifted her, flung her back in the direction of the kitchen. He could scarcely believe his own strength as she struck the wall just a few feet from the peeling linoleum. “What’s wrong with me?” he shouted. “Eu tenho cancer.” He pointed to his right temple. “A tumor right here in my head.” 
 
    “No,” she shouted. “That’s not true, Craig. You’re fine. We just need to get you the hell out of here!” 
 
    “Es toucontente aqui,” he hollered back. “I’m happy here. Isto é um paraiso. This is paradise.” 
 
    The bitch was shaking her fucking head. Trying to tell him what the fuck he wanted, just as she had been doing for the past three years. But not anymore. She wasn’t going to force him to leave Portugal like she forced him to leave Hawaii. He was not going to leave Lisbon. Was not going to lose this flat. He fucking loved it here! What else did he need? 
 
    “Vivimos aqui,” he said, his arms spread wide as though he were a realtor showing the flat for the first time. “We live here.” 
 
    “No,” she cried, her voice cracking. “We don’t live here. We live in 
 
    New York. Don’t you remember, Craig?” 
 
    He stopped his advance and grinned. “Ah, the Beeeeg Apple?” 
 
    “Don’t do this,” she pleaded. “Please don’t.” 
 
    But he started coming again, moving toward her like an injured animal closing in on a meal it instinctively knew it could not afford to lose. 
 
    “You just had to fuck him, didn’t you?” he said. “You just had to fuck that bastardo downstairs.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Craig! What bastardo?” 
 
    With his left hand he grabbed her by her tank top, lifted her up, pushed her against the wall, and moved his fingers around her throat. With his right, still wrapped in a tee shirt to ebb the blood oozing from his severed finger, he drew back and punched her in the face with all his might. 
 
    Her nose burst open, blood spewing down the sides of her face, her screams drowned out by her choking. 
 
    “You want to leave me?” he said. “Well, let’s see you leave without your pretty fucking head.” 
 
    With both hands he grabbed her by the ears and slammed her skull hard as he could against the wall. 
 
    “These walls are fucking thicker than we thought,” he said, smiling, lifting her up and slamming her head against the cracking sheetrock again. 
 
    She slumped in his arms but hadn’t lost consciousness yet. 
 
    “What do you say we call your fucking mother,” he said into her face, “invite her over for some earl grey tea and pound cake? Maybe some candy fucking corn?” 
 
    He lifted his knee and drove it up between her legs. Groaning, she fell in a heap to the floor. 
 
    “Que se passa?” he whispered, tilting his head. “What’s the matter, puta?” He hunched over, leaned in toward her, listened to her quick shallow breaths. “Do you love me, puta?” Blood still dripping from his lips, he moved in, planted a kiss on her neck. “Do you love me?” he said again. 
 
    No response. Slowly he stood. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Vamosser so amigos.” He lifted his foot and kicked her as hard as he could in the head. “Let’s just be friends.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Amy curled herself into a ball, hoping Craig thought she was dead. As she lay on the floor, barely conscious, she tried to wrap her chaotic mind around the happenings of the past six days. Nothing seemed to make sense. She had been brutally attacked in the bedroom only forty- eight hours ago. By Craig? It couldn’t have been. The room had been dark but not so dark that she wouldn’t have seen some part of him. An arm, a leg, some shadow. The kind of shapes one saw immediately upon waking in the middle of the night, even in the blackest of rooms. Surely she would have smelled him, felt his breath. Heard him growl in anger as he snatched her back by the hair. 
 
    No, it couldn’t have been Craig. 
 
    But the memoir. In the memoir he’d admitted his complicity. Hadn’t he? Hadn’t he admitted his role simply by introducing his story as a memoir, as a tragedy? She was so confused, so goddamn bewildered. 
 
    Craig had saved her life by performing CPR when she was electrocuted. And he had sliced off one of his fingers merely to prove to her that they were still alive. Still flesh and blood and bone. Would he really have put himself through all that for a story? 
 
    No. And there were things he simply couldn’t have done. Her image on the far hallway wall, the sight of herself through the peephole. Impossible. Was it really just a hallucination? A trick of her starving mind? That might explain what she had been seeing in the mirror the past few days, the dark hair, the black eyes, the wrinkles where before there were none. The terrible burns now on the right side of her face. But it couldn’t explain how she felt from the very first full day at the flat. Her legs had been exhausted, her knees popped. She could no longer carry her own weight. All this even before she had been ravaged by the unseen beast in the bedroom. 
 
    She quite literally wasn’t herself. 
 
    And if she were not herself at times, she reasoned, then Craig wasn’t either.  
 
    Not when his bright blue eyes dimmed to black, when his head tilted to one side. Not when he attacked. 
 
    We’re living someone else’s lives, she thought. Then, No. We’re dying someone else’s deaths. 
 
    Yes, that made more sense, if any sense could be made of this. 
 
    With that thought, that breakthrough, Amy finally allowed her mind to rest. She drifted like a cloud over Oahu’s Sunset Beach on a breezy day. And then, as though no transition were needed at all, she was again there with Craig in Hawaii, strolling hand-in-hand in the evening along Kalakaua Avenue in Waikiki, with only the stars and glowing tiki torches guiding the way. The usually bustling street was otherwise empty. No tourists or street performers cluttered the sidewalks. No music emanated from the dozens of bars along the way. All was quiet, the only sounds being made by their footfalls, Craig in his flip flops, Amy in the new Prada sandals Craig bought for her right before they left. 
 
    “Amazing, isn’t it?” he said. “What is?” 
 
    “That we live here.”  His bright blue eyes shined in the light from the torch fires. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We. Live. Here,” he said, his voice echoing in the vast emptiness, the sound barely fading as it wafted out to sea. 
 
    Amy heard the words play out over and over again in her mind, an echo like an old favorite record spinning for the trillionth time. “We live here.” The three most perfect words Craig uttered during the year they spent in paradise. “We. Live. Here.” 
 
    And the echo continued, those three words riding like a surfer on her brain waves  for minutes after Amy’s tired heart finally ceased beating. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Craig scrolled down as fast as he could toward the end of the document. He didn’t recognize any of the words, any of the chapter headings. He had never even used chapter headings before. 
 
    “This isn’t mine,” he spit out. “This isn’t mine.” 
 
    He scrolled to the bottom of one of the last chapters. The chapter was titled Departures. 
 
      
 
    Her nose burst open, blood spewing down the sides of her face, her screams drowned out by her choking. 
 
    “You want to leave me?” I said. “Well, let’s see you leave without your pretty fucking head.” 
 
    With both hands I grabbed her by the ears and slammed her skull hard as I could against the wall. 
 
    “The walls are fucking thicker than we thought,” I said, smiling, lifting her up and slamming her head against the cracking sheetrock again. 
 
    She slumped in my arms but hadn’t lost consciousness yet. 
 
    “What do you say we call your fucking mother,” I said into her face, “invite her over for some earl grey tea and pound cake? Maybe some candy fucking corn?” 
 
    I lifted my knee and drove it up between her legs. Groaning, she fell in a heap to the floor. 
 
    “Que se passa?” I whispered, tilting my head. “What’s the matter, puta?” I hunched over, leaned in toward her, listened to her quick shallow breaths. “Do you love me, puta?” Blood still dripping from my lips, I moved in, planted a kiss on her neck. “Do you love me?” I said again. 
 
    No response. Slowly I stood. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Vamosser so amigos.” I lifted my foot and kicked her as hard as I could in the head. “Let’s just be friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Craig rasped. I killed her. But, no. He couldn’t have. His fingers reached for the mouse and scrolled down further in the manuscript, as far as he could go. To the very end. 
 
    He stared at the screen. Read the last line. 
 
      
 
    I stared at the screen. Read the last line. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    As he said it, “What the fuck?” appeared on the screen. He touched his right eye. 
 
      
 
    I touched my right eye. 
 
      
 
    Tugged at his hair. 
 
      
 
    Tugged at my hair. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I shouted. “Am I losing my fucking mind!” 
 
    He leapt to his feet and ran toward the front door, screaming “Let me the fuck out of here!” 
 
    He pounded on the door with his fists, kicked at it with his feet. All the pent up rage he had harbored over the past three decades were taken out on that door. He fought it until he could fight no more, until he was sure bones in his hands and feet were broken beyond repair. 
 
    Finally, he slumped to the floor. 
 
    “It’s over,” he said, his head hanging in defeat. “It’s fucking over.” The pulse was thumping in his ear. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    Maybe the tumor was driving him insane. Didn’t they affect certain parts of the brain? 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    No, it had to be a tumor, because (With an aneurism you go like that!) He had to end this once and for all. 
 
    Craig turned and scanned the living room for sharp objects. If he’d had his choice, he would have chosen pills, but Amy had days ago flushed all his Vicodin down the toilet. There was no gun in the flat. He didn’t know how to make a noose. He couldn’t jump out the fucking window. He had to slit his wrists. But with what? 
 
    His mind flashed on the ice pick. 
 
    Craig pushed himself to his feet and hobbled toward the kitchen. As he passed the computer he looked down at the new cherry screensaver. It read: 
 
    read on 
 
      
 
    He wanted to ignore the fucking computer but something almost physical pulled him to his knees. He waved away the screensaver and his manuscript—not fucking mine!—stared back at him once more. 
 
    A new chapter titled The Letters suddenly appeared. 
 
      
 
    The Letters 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped into the kitchen, trying to divert my eyes from Amy’s body. She was food; that fact was not lost on me. A woman’s place is in the kitchen.  She had always prepared my meals, and now that she no longer could, I would eat her if I had to. But I had already made the final decision on my own fate. 
 
    (Well, maybe just a few more bites.) 
 
    No, I’d leave the body alone. My sole reason for being in the kitchen was to locate the ice pick. I had to stay on task,  find it and then finish this. 
 
    (But you got everything you wanted, Craig. Amy’s not going anywhere. 
 
    You’ve got food and shelter...) 
 
    No. 
 
    (Not to mention one hell of a book.) 
 
    The ice pick was sitting where I’d last left it on the counter. I grabbed it, trying to keep my eyes glued to the ceiling. 
 
    That was when I first noticed the vent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The prose stopped there. Craig lifted himself again to his feet. He picked up the laptop to use as a light source and moved into the kitchen, careful to avoid staring at Amy’s body. He reached for the ice pick, his eyes now fixed on the vent in the ceiling. 
 
    What was the manuscript trying to tell him? 
 
    “Fuck it,” he said. He put the laptop on the counter with the screen  angled up, . Then he placed the ice pick between his teeth, bit down hard, and used what little strength he had left to push himself up onto the kitchen counter, his hands and feet roaring in opposition. 
 
    The blood on his soles made the counter slippery. He grabbed hold of the top of the cabinets for purchase, then slid his way toward the end of the counter, in the direction of the vent. 
 
    It was too small to climb through. He’d already known that. 
 
    Then what the fuck am I doing up here? 
 
    He removed the ice pick from between his teeth. Using the pick as a crowbar, he went to work on removing the vent. Dust fell onto his face and he coughed, blood spraying from between his lips. After six   
 
      
 
    difficult minutes he had removed one side from the ceiling. 
 
    One side was enough. 
 
    A half dozen envelopes slipped through the opening. They fell like snow, some coming to rest on the counter, others fluttering to the blood-soaked linoleum floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The envelopes were letter-sized, stamped but not postmarked, deliverable to an address in the continental United States. The writing was poor but it was a zip code Craig immediately recognized, an area not far from where he had attended law school—the ironbound district of Newark in northern New Jersey--an area populated with thousands of Portuguese immigrants. 
 
    Craig also recognized the return address, the address to the flat here in Lisbon. The sender’s name was written as A. Dias Silva. 
 
    Amaro Dias Silva? Our landlord. 
 
    Back in the living room, Craig set the bloody letters on the floor in front of him and the laptop screen and sat down. They were clearly old letters, had been sitting in that grate for some time. Years. Decades, maybe. 
 
    On the back of each envelope was a number, one through six. Craig chose number one and opened the seal on the back. He removed a single piece of paper from the envelope and studied it, not entirely surprised to find it was written in English. 
 
      
 
    6 January 1975 Dear Carlito, 
 
    Fatima and I have arrived in Lisboa, and I am afraid little has changed. She remains distant and unhappy. The flat we let is a disappointment, and our calls and letters to our landlord have gone unanswered to this day. But I see all this as a challenge Fatima and I must overcome, and I hope that she will come to see our situation in the same way. 
 
    I miss you, brother. Please write to me when you can. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely yours, Amaro 
 
      
 
    Craig swallowed hard, ulcers now lining the tissue of his mouth and throat, summoning a pain he had never known before. What he was experiencing wasn’t quite deja vu, but it was close. He flashed on the original email he had sent to Amaro when he and Amy first arrived at the flat, then on the words he had read in his own manuscript. The words were so similar to those of Amaro’s in this letter to his brother. 
 
    Shaking his head in panic, Craig flung the first letter aside and quickly moved on to the second envelope. He removed a single page dated 9 January 1975, and began reading. 
 
    Their situation, Amaro wrote, had become intolerable. Amaro had finally reached their landlord Otavio by telephone. Otavio assured him he would have someone over that morning to fix the plumbing and the electricity, but no one ever showed. 
 
    Fatima was at her end, Amaro wrote. She had just stormed out of the flat to get some air. Part of Amaro feared she would never return. Yet part of him hoped she wouldn’t. 
 
    The first letter to Carlito’s brother had not yet been sent. Amaro wrote he simply didn’t have the energy to travel to the post office to place the envelope in the mail. He was hungry. He and Fatima had little money and were surviving on scraps. The job he was promised had fallen through. 
 
    Craig set the letter down. 
 
    Otavio? Where had Craig heard that name before? Not from Amy but from that little fucker in the tavern. He thought back. 
 
    “...the assassinato-suicidio.” 
 
    (The murder-suicide. “At our building?” Craig had asked. 
 
    The small man nodded. “Otavio and his wife Isadora,” he’d said softly. “They lived there one week before he went maluco.” 
 
    “Mad?” 
 
    The small man leaned in toward them. “When they found Isadora,” he said, “she was in sixty-seven pieces. And still that wasn’t all of her. The rest of her, they found in Otavio’s stomach.”) 
 
    The little fucker in the tavern. Was he the key to all this? The small dark man with fish breath and nine fing... 
 
    Craig stared down the lengths of his bloodied arms. Both of his hands were trembling. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them, refusing now to look past his wrists. Finally he did, examining each hand, studying each of his 
 
      
 
    Nine fingers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig reached for the third envelope and slit it open, the edge of the single page slicing his thumb. Shit. Fresh blood smeared across the words on the page dated the thirteenth of January, 1975. 
 
    Fatima has been unfaithful, the letter began. The night she’d stormed out of the flat she never came home. The following day Amaro dragged it out of her. She had spent the night downstairs with some bastard she knew growing up in Coimbra. 
 
    I do not know what to do, Amaro wrote. Right now she closed herself up in the bedroom, just as Mother used to do to our father. I am sick in the heart, brother. And I feel I am quickly going sick in the head. 
 
    Craig’s stomach jumped. He vaguely remembered accusing Amy of fucking some bastardo downstairs, but now he couldn’t for the life of him recall why. It didn’t make any goddamn sense. 
 
    Unless Craig hadn’t been speaking to Amy, but rather to this Fatima, to Amaro’s wife. 
 
    Unless Craig hadn’t been speaking at all. 
 
    Was it possible that Amaro had been speaking through him? 
 
    Trying to draw a deep breath, Craig tossed this letter aside and moved onto number four, dated only the following day later. 
 
    Something is very wrong, Amaro wrote to his brother. He and Fatima were trapped in the flat. Fatima believed Amaro had somehow sealed them in; Amaro insisted the landlord Otavio was at fault. 
 
    They had run out of food. Amaro had not been so hungry since he was a child, since his mother locked him in the bathroom for days for dirtying his new pair of pants. 
 
    The plumbing remained unfixed and they had no water. The telephone was broken. 
 
    As Amaro wrote this, Fatima was screaming from the bedroom. 
 
    The letter concluded with a series of jagged, barely legible words: I must go see what she wants from me, the crazy bitch. 
 
    Craig took a deep breath. Tried to comprehend. According to these letters, more than forty years ago, Amaro Dias Silva and his wife Fatima were trapped in this very flat, left with no food or water, with no means of communicating with the outside world. 
 
      
 
    “How?” Craig shouted, his voice echoing throughout the room. He set the letter down and moved on to the next. 
 
      
 
    January 1975 Brother, 
 
    Our situation is incredibly dire. I am afraid I may never see you again. I cannot adequately explain what is happening. Fatima has changed. My beloved wife is now someone else entirely. I, too, feel very strange. It’s the hunger, yes, and the cabin fever from being trapped in this awful flat. But it is something else, too. Something unnatural. I do not know what else to say. I feel as though the Devil himself is in me. 
 
    Please, Carlito, wake me from this horror. Tell me, Brother. Convince me I am not in Hell. 
 
      
 
    Fogo 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig slowly lifted the sixth and last envelope. Opened it. Three full sheets of paper fluttered out. 
 
      
 
    January 1975 
 
      
 
    I cannot allow this puta to get away with destroying my life. Last night we had a terrible fight and I struck her in the face. This after she tried to lock me from my own bedroom. She slammed the door so hard she severed one of my fingers, the cunt. I realize now there is no escape. No help is coming. We will die here in this flat. 
 
      
 
    Craig scanned down the page. 
 
      
 
    I have discovered a set of journals belonging to the previous tenant, who is none other than our current “landlord,” Otavio Caldeira. Otavio went maluco in this very hole. He and his wife Isadora too were trapped. And, Brother, he ate her dead flesh in order to live... 
 
      
 
    Craig glanced toward the open closet where the black metal lockbox sat, holding Otavio’s journals. They were written in Portuguese, but it was no matter. Craig would no longer need to read them. Amaro had. And Amaro had translated everything germane in this final letter to his brother Carlito. 
 
    In 1943, Otavio and Isadora had also stepped through this “door.” Thirty-two years before Amaro Dias Silva and his wife Fatima. From the writings in his journal it was clear that Otavio and Isadora were a troubled couple, a pair seeking a geographic solution to their marital problems. They hadn’t traveled far, only from Lagos in southern Portugal. Otavio had hoped it was enough to give their relationship a fresh start. 
 
    However, only hours after the couple had moved in, the flat itself began to change. Its brightly colored walls dimmed, its carpets faded. Stains appeared out of nowhere on the freshly painted ceiling. 
 
    Otavio and Isadora tried to escape immediately. They didn’t know what possessed the property, and they didn’t care to stick around to find out. But they couldn’t leave. Like Craig and Amy, like Amaro and Fatima, they were captives. Locked in the flat without food or water, with no ability to communicate with the outside world. 
 
    Amaro, in his letter to his brother Carlito, said the writing in Otavio’s journals showed the man’s rapid descent into madness. But Otavio became obsessed and apparently made constructive use of his short time in the flat. He knocked holes through the walls and found balled-up pieces of blood-smeared papers that seemed to tell a similar story about a similar couple who lived in the flat in 1901. 
 
    Those scraps Otavio discovered referred to others, to other couples, troubled couples, who had gone through a series of similar events. The noise, the transformations, the captivity. 
 
    Fado, Otavio concluded from reading these pages, had traveled through these walls since its inception in the 1820s, lulling the flat’s tenants to their doom. 
 
    The story of the flat was a hellish loop. But when had it all started? Otavio, consumed and savagely mad, needed to know. So he searched every inch of his third-floor prison, checked inside every wall. Tore up the carpets in the living room and bedroom. Pried the tiles off the bathroom walls and floor. 
 
    Otavio finally discovered the answer by peeling up the ancient linoleum in the kitchen. There he found papers that alluded to the earthquake of 1755. 
 
    The papers held the simple drawings of an eleven-year-old boy. A boy named Xavier, who told his story on the reverse sides of his pictures. “I am alone,” the boy had scribbled in Portuguese, “as this city comes crumbling down around me. My mother has abandoned me. I will die here on my own.” 
 
    Otavio became convinced he had discovered the genesis of this loop. It arose from the rage of an abandoned eleven-year-old boy who had perished alone in one of Western Europe’s worst earthquakes. 
 
    In the end, following eight days of hell on earth, Otavio took a knife to his wife Isadora. He killed her quickly, then slowly carved her into a meal he hoped would last him till he gathered the courage to take his own life. 
 
      
 
    These letters may never reach you, Carlito. But if they do, please know I did everything I could to keep from going mad. But I can stand no more. Not from Fatima, not from this flat. 
 
    I am about to kill the bitch. And then burn this hellish home in the fire that it deserves. 
 
      
 
    Amaro 
 
      
 
    Before Craig even set the page down, he smelled the smoke and spun his head, searching for the flames. The air was suddenly thick with heat. His eyes teared but he found no fire, no thick black clouds clutching for his throat. 
 
    Still, he began to choke. To retch. On hands and knees he crawled, trying to keep low, heading in no particular direction whatsoever. 
 
    Then the telephone began ringing in the bedroom. His one last chance. 
 
    Painfully Craig rose to his feet and lumbered toward the bedroom door, his legs threatening to give out with each motion. He refused to let them, lurching on, moving with purpose in the direction of the ringing phone. This time he didn’t touch the burning handle, just crashed through, splintering the wood and knocking the door from its hinges. The phone sat alone in the center of the otherwise empty room. The furniture had vanished, the bed, the dresser, the bookcase, the night stands. The wall he and Amy had torn down with forks and knives, oven racks and bedposts, had been entirely resurrected, had somehow on its own risen up from the floor. 
 
    Craig blinked away the shock and dove for the phone. Lifted the receiver in his left hand and held it to his ear. 
 
    “Hello, hello,” he rasped into the mouthpiece. 
 
    “Senhor...” The voice faded in and out. It was as though the man were high on a mountain, speaking through a walkie talkie. “...policia.” 
 
    “Yes,” Craig cried. “Si, si. Help. Socorro! Ajude-me!” 
 
    The voice on the other end paused, and Craig immediately thought all was lost. Then the voice returned with a newfound clarity. In fact, the man seemed to recognize that Craig’s primary language was English. “Okay, Senhor,” the voice said calmly. “Tell me where you are at.” 
 
    But Craig all of a sudden couldn’t speak English at all. He thought the words Call an ambulance! Call the fire department! But they flowed through his lips in Portuguese. “Chame a ambulancia! Chameos bombeiros!” 
 
    “Okay, senhor,” the voice said again. Still level, still calm. “Give me your address.” 
 
    Craig had to think. The address escaped his mind. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 
 
    It wouldn’t come to him. Where am I? 
 
    “Senhor?” 
 
    Craig panicked, the heat bearing down on him, the invisible smoke now choking him all to hell. 
 
    “Senhor?” 
 
    Finally Craig pictured the return address on the envelopes of the letters written but never sent by Amaro. That was it, there it was, clear as if Craig still had the envelopes in front of him. He rattled off the address in English. Then followed with the directions, “Third floor! Three-oh-six! Opposite end of the lift!” 
 
    There was another long pause on the other end of the line. Breathlessly, Craig waited. 
 
    “Senhor?” the voice finally said. “I have the address you have given me.” Another long period of hesitation, as the unseen blaze melted the room’s four walls. “But, Senhor,” the man finally continued, “there is no lift in that building.” 
 
    Craig was dazed. What the hell was this guy talking about? Fine, fuck the lift. Come up the stairs! 
 
    “And Senhor,” the voice said, now breaking up again. “That building...” 
 
    Static. “...abandoned...” Static, a strange noise. 
 
    “...and has not had a third floor in over thirty-five years...” Craig pressed the phone hard against his ear trying to hear. “...not since it burned in the fire...” 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    From the living room Craig’s computer once more cried out to him. He listened for it over the roar of the fire he couldn’t see, heard it over his own hacking from the smoke that wasn’t there. 
 
    “You’ve got mail!” 
 
    Craig slithered on his stomach, the carpet clutching, scratching, clawing at his chest as he moved. His flesh burned. 
 
    As he passed through the entryway of the bedroom, the door slammed into his ribs. He shouted in pain but kept on. 
 
    Sweat poured down his forehead, the taste mixing with the copper tang of blood on his tongue. 
 
    Every bone ached, every organ burned. Still, he pressed on until he rounded the corner into the living room. 
 
    Here, too, the furnishings, the wall hangings, the boxes, everything had vanished. The laptop sat alone, open and on its side, in the middle of the living room. Craig’s eyes teared as he tried to scan the screen without moving any closer. 
 
    “You’ve got mail!” 
 
    He did. He did have mail; he could see the icon. He started crawling again furiously in the direction of the laptop. 
 
    Almost there. Within arm’s length. He reached out, stretched with every scintilla of raw energy he had left. 
 
    But before his fingers reached the keyboard the computer PINGED 
 
    and an IM popped up in the right-hand corner of the screen. 
 
    There was no name, none at all, but he didn’t need to guess at who the sender was. 
 
    Ola, Senhor Devlin, the instant message read. Enjoying your stay at the flat? 
 
    “Fuck you, cocksucker,” Craig said aloud, blood pooling on his tongue, spilling over his lips onto the floor. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Now, now, Amaro wrote. That is no way to speak to your landlord, senhor. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Craig shouted. A spray of blood spattered like window washer across the screen. “Let me out!” 
 
    PING. 
 
    Senhor, the IM read, you are free to leave whenever you want. 
 
    Across the room, the brass door handle slowly began twisting, turning, turning. The front door creaked open, slightly at first, then wider and wider until Craig could see clearly into the bleak maroon hallway. 
 
    Hope rose instantly inside of him, even as he tried to fight it. Delirious with desire, Craig could barely focus himself to move in the direction of the door. For a moment he was frozen. Then finally he collected himself and began the long painful crawl. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Craig turned his neck as far back as he could and squinted at the new message on the screen. 
 
    Of course, the message read, there are a few things to consider first. PING. 
 
    I’m afraid there are penalties for breaking the lease. 
 
    Craig swallowed hard and tried to smile. “You can keep our security deposit,” he rasped. 
 
    PING. 
 
    I doubt very much that will cover the cost of the damage you’ve done to the flat. 
 
    Craig swung his head forward again and continued moving, pain erupting in every part of his body. “Then sue me.” 
 
    PING. 
 
    Don’t look back, Craig thought. Keep heading for the door. But, of course, ultimately, he couldn’t help himself. His head twisted so far around that he felt like the little blond bitch from The Exorcist. 
 
    The new instant message read: It is not civil court you will have to worry about, Senhor Devlin. 
 
    PING. 
 
    You have just spoken to the authorities. They are on their way to our building. 
 
    PING. 
 
    And you have a dead body with numerous bite marks on the floor in your kitchen. 
 
    “I didn’t kill her,” Craig shouted. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Ah, but your memoir says you did. 
 
    Evidence. Craig’s mind fell back into lawyer mode, and he suddenly saw what a jury would see. What other explanation could a jury possibly believe? He had to clean up, had to dispose of the body, destroy the laptop... 
 
    PING. 
 
    You’ll be happy to know that your manuscript has already been sent, not just to your agent, but to Senhora Berdan’s family, as well as authorities both here in Lisboa and the United States. 
 
    Craig stared at the screen. His Inbox was open. There were replies from his agent, from Amy’s brother, even an auto-reply from the NYPD. 
 
    The screen suddenly changed to Mail Sent. 
 
    There it was in the subject line: letters from lisbon, a memoir by  craig devlin. 
 
    His world sunk. What the hell could he do? If anything, this week had taught him that he could never survive confinement. Not in an apartment, not in a prison, or worse yet, a mental institution. Not in a fucking sports memorabilia store. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Of course, the instant message read, your new memoir could also serve as a suicide note. 
 
    Craig turned back to the open front door. In the distance he could hear sirens. Hide. He could hide. He could go through the bedroom wall into the flat next door and hide until he could make good his escape. 
 
    But, no. If he could leave through the other flat, he would have taken Amy and left before. 
 
    What had he seen in there? 
 
    PING. 
 
    Nothing, of course. No, that couldn’t be. PING. 
 
    You were free to leave the entire time, senhor. As was I. As was Otavio. 
 
    We, each of us, were given a choice. 
 
    “That’s not true!” Craig shouted, his voice echoing off the walls of the empty room. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Of course, it is true, senhor. But what then? You would have lost her. Senhora Berdan would have returned to New York. You would have been left here alone. 
 
    (Just like you were in Hawaii.) 
 
    Craig’s ear began pulsing. 
 
    PING. 
 
    Left here alone with a tumor. Or an aneurism. (With an aneurism you go like that!) 
 
    PING. 
 
    And worst of all, the IM read, you would have been unable to write. 
 
    The sirens were closer now, but they were being drummed out by the pulsing in his right ear. 
 
    Suddenly the floor beneath him began to shake. 
 
    An earthquake? he thought. He flashed on Otavio’s story about Xavier, the eleven-year-old boy abandoned by his mother during the natural disaster of 1755. 
 
    Here. It had happened here. Here in this building. Here on this floor. Here in this very flat. 
 
    Amaro’s voice suddenly invaded Craig Devlin’s head. 
 
    (“All this, it is only an echo, amigo. What is happening has already happened and will happen again. You see, once an echo is released, it cannot be withdrawn, only amplified or drowned out by a new voice, such as yours.”) 
 
    The ceiling shook. Flakes began to descend upon Craig’s head. 
 
    (“It is why, amigo, the dead do not whisper. To be heard, we must scream.”) 
 
    “Why me?” Craig said, clenching his teeth. “Why you? Why Otavio?” 
 
    The sirens grew louder. 
 
    “Why?” Craig shouted. “Because we’ve had our fucking hearts broken?” 
 
    (“No, amigo. Not because our hearts were broken during our lives.”) 
 
    The pulsing more intense. 
 
    (“We were chosen because we three, like the boy Xavier before us, entered this world with broken hearts. Never wanted, never loved. We three, each of us, may as well have died in our mothers’ wombs. Because we never knew the capacity for love.”) 
 
    Craig’s mother’s voice for the final time echoed in his head: “I fucking hate you,” she said. “You should’ve never been born.” 
 
    (“We are one, amigo. We live here.”) 
 
    Sobbing, Craig crawled on the rumbling floor toward the ice pick. He lifted it in his ruined right hand. With his left he moved the mouse, closed out of AOL, 
 
    “GOODBYE!” “GOODBYE!” “GOODBYE!” 
 
    and entered a familiar web address in the browser. Weeping, he pulled up the screen, clicked on Portugal, on Lisbon, on Housing, and finally on Post. He clicked on Apartments for Rent. Typing as quickly as his exhausted nine fingers allowed, he entered the Title, the Location, the Description. Quickly he uploaded Amaro’s photos of the flat and hit send. 
 
    The sirens now were just outside. The ceiling rained down like hail. 
 
    Grudgingly, Craig lifted again the ice pick. Pointed it. Placed the cold hard metal slowly inside his right ear. 
 
    (It’s a tumor.) 
 
    (Or an aneurism.) 
 
    Then, with all the force he could muster, Craig drove the ice pick deep into his ear canal, positioning the point upward toward his brain. Pain seared through his head, pain like the collective squeals of a billion hogs on their way to the slaughter. Pain like war. Pain like abandonment and starvation, like small rooms with locked doors. 
 
    With his left hand, Craig finally aided his right, warm blood running like  a waterfall  down his burning cheek. 
 
    One final glance into the black hallway. Then with all the strength he could muster, Craig slammed the ice pick home. 
 
    And the pulsating finally stopped. 
 
      
 
    Craig’s List 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aida placed two aspirin on her tongue, swallowed them down with tepid water, and stared at the monitor. Her migraine had gotten worse, probably from staring at the computer screen all morning. Luigi was in the shower, planned on heading into the office this afternoon after spending all evening out with his new friends. London was not what she had expected at all. 
 
    When she and Luigi had left Milan, it was to get him away from all his ex-girlfriends, from all the temptations. For once, even if only temporarily, she wanted him all to herself. It hadn’t worked out. And it was time to move on, this time to a city that wasn’t so contemporary, somewhere that didn’t move as fast as London, Paris, Tokyo, and New York. 
 
    Lisbon seemed just right, and she had already found a number of interesting listings. This last one sounded just perfect. The flat was located in the Alfama quarter, about as different from London as you could get. And the price, well, the price would certainly go a long way in convincing Luigi it was time to move on. 
 
    It all would be so easy this time. The ad read: 
 
      
 
    Everything you need is here. Just bring yourselves. 
 
    Just then she decided. This was it. This was the flat. As soon as Luigi stepped out of the shower, she would show him the listing. Convince him. Give him an ultimatum if she had to. Because they couldn’t go on living like this., it was hell. 
 
    As Aida gazed at the lovely images of the flat she felt her migraine beginning to subside. It’s nothing serious after all, she thought. Just another tension headache from trying to live with Luigi while he was trying to live the fast life. No more migraines once they arrived in Lisbon; she was sure of it. 
 
    “Luigi,” she called, once she heard the water from the shower stop. 
 
    He stepped out with a towel around his waist. Another was draped over his shoulder. 
 
    Why? she thought. To cover scratch marks maybe. Has he been shagging some London whore? 
 
    “What is it?” he said. They had taken to speaking only English ever since they had arrived in London. Aida wondered if Luigi would be so quick to take up Portuguese once they arrived in Lisboa. 
 
    “I found it,” she said in her diminishing Italian accent. “The perfect flat, right in the heart of Lisbon.” 
 
    Luigi shrugged. “You are sure about this? I was just beginning to enjoy England.” 
 
    “I am positive. Come on, Luigi. Let’s live in a few cities while we are still young. We will never get the chance again, I’m sure. Once we have children, we’ll have to select a city and settle down. When the time comes, I’ll let you choose any city in Europe. But for now, let’s see what awaits us in Lisbon.” 
 
    Luigi shrugged again. God, how she hated it when he shrugged. It reminded her of her mother, how indifferent (or even jealous) she was whenever Aida shared news with her of something good, something fun. 
 
    “Whatever,” he said. “It’s your father’s money, so I suppose it’s your call.” 
 
    “Grazie,” she said, then caught herself. “Or should I say, Obrigado?” She giggled a little, tossing some rogue strands of her long dark hair behind her ear. It sounded perfect. All of it. The word, the language, the city, the country. And especially the flat. She minimized the photos and scrolled down to the contact information. She clicked on the name and 
 
    began her email. 
 
    Dear Craig, she started. No. 
 
    Dear Senhor Devlin, 
 
    I am writing with regard to your listing for the flat... 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed The Flat, try The Yeti  by Rick Chesler and Jack Douglas 
 
      
 
    Rick Chesler holds a Bachelor of Science in marine biology and can often be found diving, boating or traveling to research his next thriller idea. A former contractor for the U.S. Dept. of Commerce and the State of Hawaii, he currently lives in South Florida with his family, at the edge of the Bermuda Triangle. Visit him online at twitter.com/rickchesler, facebook.com/rickchesler, or www.rickchesler.com. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




LAUGHING BOY'S SHADOW BY STEVEN SAVILE 
 
      
 
    My name is Declan Shea. 
 
    I never thought I was monster. 
 
    My life changed overnight. I was driving home from a gig when a tramp stepped out in front of my car. I killed him. I know I did. But no-one believed me. The medical staff at the hospital insisted he was the result of some sort of hallucination because trauma sustained during the accident. I tried to convince them otherwise, but the more I protested, the more obvious it became to them that I had damaged more than just my ribs in the crash, so I started to lie to keep them happy. I pretended he wasn't there. But he was. He was everywhere. 
 
    And he was determined to destroy my life and take away everything I loved in revenge. 
 
    How do you fight a monster no-one else can see? 
 
    This is what he reduced my life to. I am stopped being Declan Shea that night and became someone else entirely. I became a monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Intro. . . 
 
      
 
    My hands are my downfall. Shaped like the wings of angels their touch whispers to me words of death, not beauty. Never beauty now. I see faces in their creases. Enigmatic, contorted, hypnotic, and bleeding.Always compelling. My dead. The faces contort when my hands close into fists. My dead screaming with me, screaming through the black spread-winged bird branded into them. 
 
    I have killed. 
 
    And now I cannot sleep; demons live inside my head. I cannot forget them, my dead, and, because of the memories, I cannot forgive. Until forgiveness comes I doubt very much whether sleep ever will. The loop is ironic. Poetic and unbreakable. 
 
    I am not here seeking forgiveness for my demons. The past is done and there is little to be gained from dwelling there. I have come here looking for someone to talk to. 
 
    It is bitterly cold out here on the bridge tonight. The wind is biting, its voice another scream to haunt my ears. 
 
    This is where my world fell apart. 
 
    On this bridge. 
 
    Since then there has been someone else inside me; someone who has seen all the bad there is to see, watched it pass like so much bloodied water under this bridge. 
 
    He has been betrayed. Cheated. Lied to. 
 
    His name is Declan Shea, it is all he has left. 
 
    We are not so different that way. 
 
    My name is Declan Shea, and he is all that I have left. 
 
    I come back here to look at the lights across the water, out of reach like the gates of heaven. More than anything, I want to start walking. You won't understand what that means, not yet, but you will. . . 
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The Road to Redemption 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Not quite three a.m. and already I had Saturday chalked up as one more in a long line of miserable experiences eager to come my way. 
 
    You know how some days have their own smells? Well, Saturday was mothballed in that rancid, mouldered smell of the meat markets. 
 
    Outside, it was raining hard. Sports cars aren’t made for rain. The Midget's soft-top was leaking and her heater had given up the ghost the week before. To add insult to injury, crossing the bridge into Gateshead, the DJslipped into that monotony of love songs aimed at helping loners through the worst of the night. Keeping my eyes open was struggle enough. I was in no mood to suffer another bout of that emotional bullshit, so I switched radio for tape, and coming up Split Crow Road, The Surfing Brides were happily informing me thatEverything's Fine (If The World Was Going To End). 
 
    A nice, cheerful little number; its selection was a pretty good indication of my state of mind right then, but I had a car full of music and not a single word about love anywhere to be heard. 
 
    I wanted to be at home, in bed, curled up around Aimee's soft crescent, not cramped behind the wheel, driving through Newcastle's own grim parody of Hell's Kitchen; backstreets, bridges and graffiti. The entire side of a tower block had been painted with the silhouette of a bird, wings rising in a thirty foot 'v' that scraped the roof of the tower. Each detail of the shadow was immaculate, though God alone knew how the artist had accomplished his art. I had wondered the same thing nearly every day for the thirteen weeks since the bird's manifestation, but like everyone else I was no closer to an answer for all that wondering. 
 
    The lights on the roundabout up ahead were changing to red. I thought about running them for as long as it took me to yawn and my foot to ease down on the brake. There were no cars coming either way, so I let the lights run through their cycle again while I groped around on the backseat for the pockets of my jacket and, deeper into the puzzle, my tobacco tin and lighter. The roll-ups were one last throwback to the good old days I wasted as a student, scruffing about Liverpool Poly. There's something soothing about the whole process of rolling your own, drawing on the smoke, letting it leak out in a veil that rafts up in front of your eyes. It's still the cheapest form of therapy I know. That said, I'm not an idiot. I live with my addiction, call the home rolled coffin-nails my pocket shrinks, and tell anyone stupid enough to ask: 'They're helping me to quit.' 
 
    Maybe they are, and maybe they aren't; that's immaterial. I enjoy my occasional drag, and that's healthy enough for me right now. When the doctors tell me I'm riddled with lung cancer and have three months to live, well by then it'll be too late anyway, so I'll probably start chain-smoking my home-rolled Virginia leaf and taking nicotine intravenously. 
 
    Stifling another yawn, I knuckled the ache out of the bones in the base of my back and stretched, rolling the muscles of my shoulders. I was exhausted, and it felt as if the last week had been an endless series of to-ing and fro-ing between Gateshead and the pianos of the civilised world. London and back twice in the space of three days, and all aches twelve hundred miles could inflict centred on the two-inch square of vertebrae above my belt. Two times over. Once to Golden Square to lay down six tracks worth offree fall backing piano for Tachyon Web's Live And Unplugged session on Virgin 1215 though what a Tech-Metal band wanted with a jazz pianist I shudder to think and then again to Charlotte Street to audition for the resident piano slot on one of those night-time chat shows The Channel 4 Gurus have been rehashing ever since The Last Resort went its own sweet way. 
 
    This marathon was served up with a Jazz Club chaser, backing a band called Poetic Justice, and a late night poker session with the boys after the performance. 
 
    Still, to misuse a cliché; mine is not to reason why, mine is just to grab the money with both hands and make like one little Linford. If they are prepared to pay me to play, I'll play. I'm all for prostituting what little talent God gave me. 
 
    The lights changed again. This time I went with them. 
 
    Indicating left, I swung out onto the Old Durham Road. 
 
    I hate cities. I always have. 
 
    Gateshead at night is a dying animal. The streets have emptied. The gangs of kids have gone home to bed, and the older, more dangerous ones have risen from their pits to prowl, attracted by the danger-pheromones drifting off lonely car stereos. The bag ladies and the old soaks have crawled back under their shopping trolleys and park benches, taking their bottles and bad breath with them. Women walk in pairs because one in three streetlights don't work. Every avenue has its own boarded up windows. They've even built a garage on Lover's Lane. One more strut from the scaffold supporting my childhood that has been dismantled by greed. A second-hand fix-it workshop cut into the arches beneath the Railway Bridge, its rust-buckets spilling out and down the alley where the good kids and I was one of them were supposed to emerge winking and wisecracking when they had: 'Been there, and done that.' 
 
    Cats and dogs, all slack skin and stuck-out bones, run wild, scavenging after whatever scraps the bins have to offer. The litter looks more at home on the road than the cars do. More common, too. 
 
    As a place, it reeks of abuse, filth and decay, and I have to call it home. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    The road curled around into the onset of the local labyrinth. Nothing as elaborate as Daedalus' creation for the Cretan king; it mazed through avenues of redbrick and cement up away from the harbour of the Tyne Valley into the avenues around Saltwell Park and home. 
 
    I wasn't lying when I said I hate cities; there are few things I am more passionate about. I hate the lies they offer with their numbers and bodies close packed. I hate the innocence they stole from me, and from others like me, pretending to offer the world in return. I know how it feels to walk the streets and feel the brittle and naive dreams of youth crack between the soles of your shoes and the chill hardness of the pavement. I walked alone, surrounded by people smiling because they weren't alone. I survived. So many others didn't. So many more won't. 
 
    The music changed. I stopped listening. Noise was noise. I was thinking about Aimee and the sort of day she must have had at the Arnessen Refuge, battered children and all. She knew my feelings. She wasn't hard enough to cope with the sorts of abuse those bastards dished out. I'd be there when things got nasty, and on her first day I had made a promise to myself; not a single 'I told you so.' 
 
    It must have been the absence of other cars on the road, or the repetitious regularity of the twisting and twining road where it followed the familiar contours of the houses, the built-up monotony of the cityscape all around. I started to drift. Felt the car drifting, too. Riding the white line. Faster than was safe in the rain. Yawning, I corrected for my lapsing concentration. Knuckled the sleep out of my eyes. 
 
    'Oh, don't you dare. . . Don't you bloody well dare.' 
 
    That was my first thought when I saw him standing at the roadside. One hundred yards away, give or take. An inch-high dark stain in the perfect circle of the Midget's spotlights that the wipers couldn't sluice away. His squalid gabardine coat tattered in the wind like black rags. Streamers of cotton and wool lapped at his legs, swam around his lower half like a terrier snapping at his heels. He was staring straight at me through the full-beam, waving a bottle of something, and all I could think was: 
 
    The bastard thinks he's playing chicken! 
 
    I don't know where it came from. It was as if a bolt-hole opened in the back of my head to let in this one suddenly cold certainty. The crazy old bastard was psyching himself up for a race his rickety old pegs couldn't hope to win. 
 
    'You want to kill yourself,' I muttered, trying to shake off the soupy blanket that tiredness was draping over my head. 'Fine, but I don't need you on my conscience.' 
 
    His face was split by a grim parody of a smile; a rictus that had to be a trick of the peculiar light. As the distance rapidly narrowed, the hazy edges of my perception hardened and the visceral world the real world trapped out there on the other side of the glass snapped into focus. Inside the bizarre chiaroscuro the old man seemed oddly content to meet his maker, both legs shattering on the radiator grille even as his body was tossed up into air like rag doll. 
 
    We looked at each other, sharing the same terrible token of recognition; murderer and victim. I tried to convince myself it was the dazzle reflecting back from the glare of the headlights, but it wasn't. The rain blurred the sight, as if he were losing some shape. His eyes seemed to be pleading with me to put my foot down on the accelerator and plough straight through him. I couldn't do it. Without thinking I was slamming my left foot down on the brake and praying a litany: 
 
    ‘Pleasegodpleasegodpleasegodplea’ 
 
    To whatever deity or angel watched over bums and piano players at three o'clock on a Saturday morning. 
 
    The bite of the rubber on the road was a short-lived sensation, replaced by the sickening glide of the wheels locking as the water on the road undermined the little tread that hadn't worn away. The Midget was sliding away from me before I had the chance to start wrestling with the wheel. 
 
    My prayer had fallen on deaf ears; not that I should have expected anything more. 
 
    He stepped out into the road and stopped, holding his hands and bottle out as if to cushion the impact or turn the free-wheeling momentum of the Midget aside. His rakish, chicken-bone skeleton had no realistic chance of succeeding at either, and the taut rictus he wore in place of a smile said he knew as much. 
 
    The speedometer was arresting; a hideously graceful fall from sixty down to zero. The car wasn't slowing. 
 
    'Why me?' I wanted to scream I was screaming, but I couldn't lay claim to any particular sounds that might have been deciphered by sharper ears than mine. 
 
    And then he was punched high into the blue-black sky and the only sound I could hear was laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    The thought went from gas to solid inside my head. I was sure I had killed him. I couldn't move; not even to find out. Suddenly I was the victim, sitting in stunned agony after the battering, waiting for the sirens, the police and the ambulances to come and pick up the pieces. 
 
    But my hands plotted rebellion, popping the lock on the door and opening it. Before the shakes could take hold they were levering me up out of the driver’s seat and I was planting my feet on the road, dimly aware of the presence of other sounds now. Music. The tape was still playing, but what, I couldn't tell. Other cars in other streets, loud enough to be heard in the tempered quiet that seemed to have swallowed the entirety of the road, from the hotel on the corner right back to the lights. Muted televisions feeding the host of insomniacs behind closed doors. But no sirens. 
 
    I wiped the blood from my eyes. 
 
    After hitting the old wino, the car had gone into spin and instead of doing the right thing and trying to steer into it, I was screaming and pulling against the momentum of the fishtailing Midget, which took her into a tighter arc. I was suddenly sure she was going to roll. Blind runners of panic succeeded in shutting outeverything as the car span through a series of wild three-sixties ending with the bone-jarring impact of her front-ending a lamppost. 
 
    The seatbelt probably saved my life. Without it, the whiplash would almost certainly have thrown me headfirst through the windscreen. As it was, the snap of the seatbelt cut across my neck, virtually garrotting me as I was thrown about in the driver's seat. My forehead slammed down into the steering wheel. I was thrown back into the bucket seat and suddenly I was seeing the world through a red filter. Blood in my eyes. Even as I was going back I felt myself being catapulted into the steering wheel again as if I weighed nothing at all. Less than nothing. At least one rib cracked as I bounced between the harnesses extremes like a human crash test dummy. I felt it splinter inwards. It should have been agony, but I must have been tripping on adrenaline or something because all I felt was numbness. The only twinges seemed to be when my breath hitched on the inward pull. Like a stitch, almost, but one of the splinters must have punctured a lung because each successive breath was that little bit more difficult to draw than the last. 
 
    As if my lungs were starting to fill with blood. Or starting a gradual collapse. 
 
    My morbid imagination was busy constructing cemetery thoughts even as my hands committed their coup: Haemorrhaging. Internal bleeding. Punctured lung. Rest in pieces. 
 
    Out of the driver's seat, I collapsed. I forced myself to my feet, sagged, needing the car to lean on. 
 
    Blood guttered in my eyes. I thumbed it away without actually breaking the red washing filter. 
 
    He was lying in a puddle in the middle of the tarmac, dissected by the white line; a broken doll. The streetlight caught half of his body and threw the remainder into shadowy relief. The old wino looked small and pathetic. Broken by the fall. Crumpled. Leaking stuffing. His gabardines were ripped and torn and blackened by the blood and water soaking into them. Red and wet where they had pulled around his stomach. A laceration slit his belly from rib to groin. Opened him like a textured map of corruption. A secret glimpse at the anatomy of this place. 
 
    He had died in a whorish sprawl, legs splayed inviting the next traveller to drive between them. I couldn't stand to look. 
 
    Thank God he was faceless. The tarpaulin of shadows negated the dead set of his features. He owned nothing; no eyes, no nose, no mouth to breath through the thickening clot of blackness. Nothing. 
 
    We must have looked like the ugly remnants of a gunfight. Two gunslingers. One dead with a modern day bullet through the head; the other walking wounded. Hurt badly, but not down. Not yet. 
 
    Forcing my legs into motion and I hurt I went to where he had fallen. It was one of those forever sensations, walking, walking, and not seeming to move or get any closer. Each step was one on a road littered with upturned nails, where knives were driven into my chest, and steps were taken at the expense of my heaving lungs. I could feel myself drowning on my own blood, my breathing locked in an ever decreasing cycle as my lungs’ capacity dwindled. Then I was on top of him, looking into the ruination carved by the accident. A hole had been punched into his neck by the bottle. The bottleneck had broken off and stayed lodged inside the wound, gouting pulses of blood as I sank to my knees. The stub of broken glass was working like an improvised catheter intended to let the blood run free; but even that died. 
 
    There was nothing to be gained by checking for vital signs, but I needed to be doing something. Hesitantly, I rested my palm against the dead man's cheek. Felt a coldness so deeply entrenched it couldn't possibly have been less than two minutes old. I flinched; I didn't want to, but at the same time I did. Looking at him, I saw how old he was, and how frail. 'Oh, my God. . .' It went from a whisper to a scream. His eyes stayed open, seemed to be looking me straight in the eye. Penetrating. I wanted to apologise, say I was sorry. I wanted to hear him say it was all right. It wasn't my fault. It was an accident. But even between us, we didn't have the breath to spare for so many words. We shared blood, seeping from the rags wrapped around his torn chest into the material covering my own. We shared blood, little else. 
 
    Standing again was a sheer agony of sharp gasps. My lungs had virtually nothing left to give or take. For a moment I honestly thought I wasn't going to be able to do it, that I wasn't going to be able to stay on my feet even if I could stand. I was going to fall and in minutes be dead, side by side with him, but then I was up and moving unsteadily back towards the car. The entire bonnet had folded around the listing lamppost. It looked like a falling angel, wings spread to catch itself. I stopped twice, more than twice, needing the support of parked cars, street signs and the lamppost-angel before I collapsed back into the driver's seat. 
 
    The cellular phone wasn't in the charger. I fumbled open the glove compartment. It wasn't in there either. It had fallen under the passenger seat. I dialled 999 and listened impatiently to the ringing. 
 
    When the emergency operator finally asked which service, my breathing had become so laboured I could barely phrase the word ambulance. I told her where I was. What had happened. Then I dropped the phone, closed my eyes and waited for the sirens or suffocation, whichever won the race to be with me. 
 
   
  
 



(When I'm With You I'm) All Alone 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Waking was bitter-sweet. Aimee was sat on the edge of the bed when I opened my eyes; hiding behind her tears as she shuffled and dealt the cards. Forty Two immram cards, hand painted and arranged in a circular spread with her heart's desire at its core, tools to occupy her fretting fingers. The sun came streaming in through the fly-window, though it wasn't the sun that she hid from. She ran slender fingers through her hair, impatiently ruffling the peroxide white-blonde bob so it danced across her bare shoulders; a savage reminder of paradise. I tried to smile. She wasn't looking at me.That was a blessing in itself. She didn't see the way my lips betrayed me with a twist. 
 
    She shifted, looked thoughtfully at the unfolding pattern of islands, from harbour to landfall through the realms of many colours, terrors, glass and wonders, with the nameless maiden from the shores of Tir nan Beo, the Everliving Realms, her soul guide through the repugnantly innocent repetitions of greens and golds and blues and reds fanning out over the bed covers. Aimee supported her thoughtful face with fingertips beneath the chin. I tried to guess, from the changing set of her mouth, which card was under her gaze at which moment: the Revolving Beast, with spirit antlers rooted in the skull of a great hound, a fantastic beast with the body of a stag and a fine white tail that evaporated into a mist of transformations, hound to lion to eagle in a cycle of incarnations; Cannibal Horses, in battle on a plain above a sea of crimson; the Shuttered Door, a plateau on a pillar of stone, no approach to it save a locked door at the pillar's foot; the Green and Burning Tree, in leaf with a foliage of flame; Sorrow, a grief-stricken woman lamenting on the cliff edge, the familiar crimson sea and the engraved pillar-stone with its face of primal misery at her side. . . 
 
    I knew Aimee wasn't going to say, 'Oh, Declan,' when she saw I was awake; she wasn't an 'Oh, Anyone,' sort of woman. Despite the way she made herself look black Levi 501's cut off to make culottes, black hiking socks and eighteen hole Doc Martins, cheap white tee-shirt and black waistcoat elaborately embroidered with dragon-headed endless knots that somehow suggested change within themselves without physically changing she was far too sensible for anything even remotely like that. I sank back into the bolstered pillow, content to watch her play out the hand, tears glistening in my eyes even as she blinked her own away. 
 
    Aimee wasn't beautiful by any stretch of the imagination; her nose was slightly too long, her complexion slightly too waxy, her feet slightly too big, frame slightly too tall. Every little thing about her was untamed. Raw, fresh and refreshing. She chewed on her bottom lip as she read some sort of meaning into the immrama. 
 
    Her hands moved with a deceptively fluid sureness, gathering up the immram cards, shuffling and recreating the immrama three times more before she tidied the cards and folded them inside the turquoise reading rag. Three times the Island of Sorrow was turned over at her harbour, preventing Aimee from asking any more about her chosen journey. Maybe hospital wards gave off bad karma, or something. I don't know. I won't pretend that I believe in that hocus-pocus New Age shit. I don't. But she does and the coincidence of three Sorrows affected her badly. Her eyes had narrowed, hiding the blue, and her breathing was coming short and fast. 
 
    I tried to lever myself into the sitting position, but the pain in my ribs flared and I sank back into the pillow again. I must have greyed out for a moment; two heartbeats. That, or I closed my eyes against the pain, so when I looked her way again Aimee was already looking at me. 
 
    There was so much in that look. So much heartbreak experienced in that one shared second. And I was right; there was no 'Oh, Declan,' to greet me as I returned to the land of the living. No kiss. My eyes said, 'I love you.' Hers, 'You betrayed me.' 
 
    The pain in my chest wasn't all physical. I sniffed. Aimee did her best to smile. 'Some pair,' she said, wiping at her eyes and almost unconsciously hiding the deck of cards. She knew my feelings about her New Age crutch. 
 
    I didn't need to ask where I was. I recognised the view of redbrick walls through the room's single window. The Royal Victoria Infirmary, on the northern edge of the city. There was something I needed to ask, though: 
 
    'The old man, is he. . ?' 
 
    Aimee looked askance at me and I didn't even begin to understand. I belong to the modern school of 'wave-your-own-stupidity-like-a-flag-rather-than-try-and-hide-it.' I was clearing my throat; that was something my father had always done whenever he broached a subject he found particularly distasteful, never otherwise. 
 
    'The old man,' I said again. 'The tramp. Is he dead?' I knew he was. I had taken his non-existent pulse, felt the ice rotting under his skin but, however stupid it was, I still needed to hear someone else say it out loud. 
 
    She shook her head, clearly not understanding, and for a moment had me doubting myself. Only then I saw his bottle and his hands held out and I saw him staring, his eyes burrowing into the back of mine, and I thought: 'Don't you dare. . .' 
 
    Oh, Christ. . . It was all there. 
 
    'The old man. I hit him with the car.' It was like being an unwilling actor trapped in a Noh play, going round and around in word circles. No matter how many times I said it, or how many different ways I said it, always the same outcome: incomprehension. Aimee talking to me as if I were a child, explaining: 
 
    'You hit a lamppost, Declan. No one else was involved. You didn't hurt anyone. You didn't kill anyone. You hit a lamppost.' 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    Aimee left me to fetch a doctor. I was asleep if you can call it sleep as opposed to being semi-comatose before she returned. 
 
    Unconscious, I drifted into some pretty gloomy thoughts; my own personal darkness that lived with me through the comfort of sleep and nagged, chipping away into the waking up on the other side. 
 
    The morning after the accident I woke up bathed in a stinking sweat, unsure how much of what I remembered was owed to the night's hideous dreams. The accident, the look on the old man's face as he stepped out in front of the car, how it changed as he died. 
 
    I was alone in the room. I could have cried. It was the usual, cheerless hospital lockup with its insipid blue colour scheme and twin reeks of ammonia and disinfectant. I had been tagged around the wrist like a new born baby: Shea, Declan Thomas, was written on the plastic bracelet in block capitals of blue biro ink. I guess that was in case one of us suddenly forgot who I was. And the worst of it was that I could picture it: Nurses and doctors on a frantic room to ward to room search looking for my lost body, not asking anyone, just grabbing patients by the wrists and checking them off on a register of missing bodies. 
 
    Aimee had left her book open like a dead butterfly on the small window-side table, and next to it, her Discman, sandwiches, coke can, and a small selection of compact discs: Jules Sheer, Sister Double Happiness, Liz Phair, Dave Matthews, Carlos Santana, and two others I couldn't read for the light reflecting off their slipcases. 
 
    I stretched, and again that isolated flare of pain in my lower ribs. Tentatively, I felt out the tender spots, which seemed to be a whole hand's worth below my right pectoral. The doctor's diagnosis chart was hooked to the metal frame at the foot of the bed. An educated guess placed broken or fractured ribs somewhere on my roster of injuries. I struggled against the restraining blankets to sit up far enough to reach the chart, but it wasn't happening so I resigned myself to at least a morning of lying prostrate with nothing to look at comfortably but a three foot square strip of ceiling above my head. 
 
    The wishbone headphones of the hospital radio headset were hanging within reach, but even as I started to reach for them a ghost DJ inside my head dedicated the next track to Mary, the woman on Ward 3 dying of leukaemia. I gave up stretching. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    For such a young example of his trade Stephen Carroll wore his careworn compassion with comfortable resignation. Regular eighty-seven hour shifts with the terminally ill had taken their toll on his washed-out smile. If I was meant to feel reassured by the sight of my doctor stifling a yawn, one of us was going to be mightily disappointed, and no prizes for guessing which one. I felt about as hopeful as Chicken Licken when he thought he was going to have to hold the sky up all by himself. 
 
    'Ah, how are you feeling this morning, Mr.-,' Carroll glanced down at his chart. I felt like thrusting my bracelet under his nose. Might as well get some use out of the damned thing. 'Shea? Those ribs feeling tender?' 
 
    'Those ones and these ones,' I joked weakly, touching both sides of my ribcage to show I was trying to be funny. It raised a glimmer, but not much of one. I decided against asking if I would ever play the piano again. I got the rather frosty impression that he didn't appreciate my sense of humour. 
 
    'Good, good. And how about that head? Fetched it a nasty crack. You are a very lucky man, Mr. Shea. Still, the bleeding has stopped and there doesn't appear to have been any further complications. Of course, we'll want to keep you in for observation, just to be on the safe side.' 
 
    'Of course. I feel fine,' I lied, hoping to head off the rest of his lecture. I'm sure he didn't intend to sound sanctimonious. To do what he was doing he must have cared at some point. Given similar circumstances two years ago Carroll might have sounded genuinely concerned, but now everything about him, the way he held himself, the way he peered down his nose at my notes, said he had seen too much to fret about an idiot who wrapped his sports car around a lamppost at three o'clock in the morning. 'What happened? I remember the car spinning, but after that. . .' I shrugged, feigning convenient memory lapse in the hope he would let slip something about the old man's condition. The way I had it worked out, Aimee must have wanted to shield me from the truth until she knew I was strong enough to cope with the fact I had killed a man. Carroll didn't strike me as being the sensitive sort. I expected the truth, and put bluntly, but what I got was more confusion. 
 
    A tiny frown furrowed his brow. He had been talking to Aimee. We understood each other. No placating lies. I hadn't earned any. 
 
    'Giving you the benefit of the doubt, Mr. Shea, you lost control of your car, as you say, and span, out of control, into a lamppost. You received mild cranial trauma from the impact of the collision and fractured three ribs, one splintering and puncturing your right lung. Which is why everything from your neck to waist feels as if it has been trampled on by a herd of wild horses. God be thanked, there was no one else involved.' 
 
    'What about the old man?' I asked, waving my flag again. 
 
    'What old man, Mr. Shea?' Carroll said, shaking his head. 'I think, perhaps, I should explain. You were in a car crash, in which you received a severe blow to the cranium. You were lucky in that there was no haemorrhaging, but the trauma may have caused your unconscious brain to latch on to some sort of anchor. It’s not uncommon. Indeed, it may well be what keeps accident victims like yourself alive. But however you look at it, there was no old man. I’ve spoken with your girlfriend. She understands that there may be some confusion initially, but I wouldn't want you to push her any more than she needs. She isn't lying to you, and I don't suppose she would even if I wanted her to.' 
 
    I felt the smooth sided pebble of doubt sink into the pit of my stomach. 'What are you saying? I don't understand. I wasn't hallucinating.' I was shaking my head now, but I understood all right. 'No. I couldn't have been. He stepped out in front of me. Without him there wouldn't have been a crash. I tried to brake, to avoid hitting him, and I lost control. The car skidded on the water and wouldn't slow down. I went back to try and help him. I saw him die for Christ's sake.' I could tell Carroll was uncomfortable with me now, but I refused let him go easily. I pressed: 'I even phoned in the accident. You can check it with the police. Yes. You can check it with the police. I reported hitting the old man outside the Springfield Hotel. Three a.m., Saturday morning. Ask them for yourself.' 
 
    I had Carroll with that one irrefutable fact. I had phoned the accident in before I lost consciousness. Whatever else he could disprove with his medical logic, he couldn't touch that. I had made the call before my unconscious brain could latch on to any anchors. I wasn't losing my mind. Somewhere a written report of that telephone conversation would back me up when I said an old man died on that street, and it was my fault. 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    I spent a neurotic hour worrying about the state of my mind. Fear joined worry at the hip. Brain-damage from the accident was the first possibility I was forced to chew over. That something was wrong with the inside of my head. That everything from seeing the old man stepping out onwards was nothing more than a figment of my comatose mind. I didn't like the plausibility all of them had lying in my thoughts, but I had no option but to wait things out. Carroll would talk to the police, then the police would want to talk to me, and once we had corroborated enough evidence between us, we would all be in the same boat: left wondering what could have happened to the old man's body. 
 
    When Aimee didn't reappear, I assumed she had gone home to grab forty winks between bedside vigils. I wasn't about to begrudge her them, even if I couldn't sleep myself. 
 
    Still, I had nothing but my thoughts to occupy myself with. No magazine or book with someone else's musings to take my mind off my own. No music that I could listen to comfortably without the fear of being suddenly reminded about poor old Mary on Ward 3. So I closed my eyes. 
 
    I dozed into and out of various states of boredom and inertia, but I didn't sleep and I didn't dream. I don't think I have ever been frightened of dreaming before. It was almost a fight against sleep. I can't say I liked the sensation, either. I forced myself through some mental gymnastics: overlapping punk riffs and baroque arpeggios to get a feel for how the two would sound sandwiched together in a freewheeling Tachyon Web solo. I half liked my creation, but failed to see a useful purpose for it outside the lunatic asylum. I started playing with twelve-bar blues instead of punk riffs, using the arpeggios as bridges, then giving up that idea I tried using the blues as the bridge. It was frustrating. It should have worked, but in the end I was left with no option but to give it up as a bad job and start trying to occupy myself with something else. Inevitably, I kept coming back to music, home ground, but this time I mentally tripped through Michael Petrucciani's Pianism, with its synthesis of modern and bop techniques, and Keith Jarret's Eyes Of The Heart, free jazz fused with diatonic harmonies. 
 
    It was quiet torture, running a thousand thoughts over inside my own head. I went so far as to play commentator on my twenty six years of life, and found them woefully wanting. I thought about what I had, my incentives to get out of bed in the morning, and couldn't come up with one viable reason why I needed to bother. No one outside my immediate circle would miss me if I hid beneath the covers. I didn't touch that many people's lives, not in any worthwhile way. I thought about the vows I made at the Poly: How I was going to be different, how I was going to make a difference, how I was going to enjoy each second of every day simply because each one was different and I was in love with their individuality. And I thought about just how miserably I had failed myself. My dreams cut up and bled dry. 
 
    Thankfully, food and medication arrived before I went stir-crazy with self pity. I hadn't thought about eating since waking up a quick glance at the clock on the wall told me that was four hours ago but I still couldn't whip up much in the way of enthusiasm or appetite for the plateful of pre-digested fisherman's pie set before me. I couldn't help, however, but spare a glance for the two painkillers left beside my beaker of water. 
 
    Trusting that I was still a competent liar, I promised to clear my plate before I washed down the medication and as soon as I was left alone I abandoned the lukewarm pie in favour of the pills. They made all the difference. I stopped thinking of it as vital that I didn't weaken and succumb to the void where all my dreams were hideous, and started thinking in terms of my eyes getting heavy, my body being tired, getting sleepy. . . 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    I jolted awake with a suddenness and surety. The Angel of Death was there with me, in my room. My tramp. He was hunched double in Aimee's chair, licking spindly, grubby digits as he spooned a handful of mushy potato into his mouth. His bitten down nails were black, thick with dirt and spittle. 
 
    It was a crazy thing to pick up on, the state of the wino's manicure, but it didn't feel that way to me then. It seemed decidedly sane against the vista of craziness laid bare by the last twenty four hours. Coming around to find the man I had killed sitting by my bedside, living, breathing, eating my leftovers. . . 
 
    I blinked twice. I won't lie. I couldn't force myself into believing it was him. Not straight away. Even as a child I hadn't been gifted with the kind of imagination necessary to create imaginary friends and scary monsters, so, crazy or not, I couldn't force myself into disbelieving, either. Not while there was the uncertainty of doubts. 
 
    I think if it had been my imagination he would have been different; not a rag-clothed tramp but a corpse, maybe, that split from groin to neck, innards squirming warmly, glossy red, to wrap around my throat. Or a man whose hands were birds where the skin had been flayed raw and the muscles had been released. Tendons like maggots. A face that had been stitched into the flesh by needle and a thread of catgut. Tattoos that danced with death across alabaster skin. Lips like blood. Eyes that bled fire down scarred cheeks. A halo of barbed wire. Nails driven into every inch of exposed thigh. Ribcage hollowed out. Skin cut away, bound with a criss-cross of wire over the empty cavity. 
 
    Images sick enough in-your-face to be instantly identifiable to any one of my generation. Visual and visceral. Stomach churning. Sickening. Physical. Unreal and yet, paradoxically, real enough to be in any of the thousand low-budget slasher movies playing on all sizes of screen. 
 
    Not a rag-clothed tramp. Not something so familiar. Something that could have been dragged in off any street of any city. Something so possible… and because of it, so menacing. 
 
    I watched him tilt his head, tonguing a fishball forward so he could dissect it with nicotine-stained teeth. It was as if I wasn't there for him. His eyes gleamed; dead lights. There was something else there; Malice. 
 
    I wanted to scream, but couldn't. Wanted to reach up and tug the emergency cord but my body's already flimsy control over its automotive system had degenerated to a compulsive head shake that refused to stop; nothing more. 
 
    He lifted the plate until it was level with his lips, fingered the last cold scraps into his mouth before he lapped it clean. I wanted someone in the room; someone to verify that I wasn't losing my mind, but I was alone. Twice I had seen him now; twice, alone. 
 
    My chest felt sticky with something; food. It felt like cold mashed potato. It didn't make sense, not straight away. The hospital-green gown had been rucked up over my chest, cold potato smeared into the skin like balm. I put my hand to my chest, felt the lumps where the potato had begun to congeal. 
 
    The old man let the plate drop. Brushed his hands on the lapels of his coat. I was right when I guessed he was clothed in rags. When he stood, I saw the strips of cloth like bandages mummifying his body. Tatters of the rainbow. Rags wrapped and knotted and tied with strings. He walked unsteadily, moving as if he were unfamiliar with the rolling sensation, distrustful of his own steps, as if they might somehow get away from him. 
 
    'Who are you?' It was all the questions my throat would allow. 
 
    He didn't answer. Not directly. He pushed me down in to the bed. His touch was icy. Cold fire burned where his fingers dug into my bare shoulders. He stared at me then, his gaze burning insanity as naturally as a fire burns flame. There was no light inside his stare. His head went down. Hands pinned me as his coarse tongue laved across the skin of my chest, lapping up the smeared skein of potato. His head came up again, long enough for him to stare into me as he wiped the smears from his lips. There was blood, too. And that rictus. 
 
    The gesture was unambiguous. I hoped my eyes lied. But they didn't. It was blood that leaked between the old man's teeth, and death that had stricken his wretched face. He withdrew his hand from my chest. As he pulled away the bleeding increased, doubled, trebled. He showed me bloodied palms. Blood his blood? my blood? oozed from their every pore, fresh enough to run down his arms as he raised his hands in defiance. 
 
    'Are you afraid?' 
 
    His eyes were full of tears as he spoke. There seemed to be a shifting in his features, in their substance, no longer the beard and scabrous chin, beneath the corruption of the streets the hint of another face, smooth with childlike innocence, was coming to the fore. A trick of the light, or a bird-shadow through the small window. That bird-shadow mouth even seemed to smile. Then, as subtly as it had appeared, the illusion faded and I was left staring into the blank eyes of my tramp, fearing the presence of another mirage. 
 
    He stooped, kissed me. His lips didn't touch mine, but the blood did. It pooled inside my open mouth. 
 
    I could feel myself beginning to drown on my own blood even as he withdrew his kiss. 
 
    'Yes, yes. . . I can taste it. . .' 
 
    Terrified, I reached up, clawed at where his face ought to have been, but he was gone. 
 
    Distantly, I heard an alarm. 
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One 
 
      
 
    Inflating the lung was like smoking a hubble-bubble pipe in reverse. 
 
    Carroll made a neat incision and fed a thin sterile tube into the cavity left by my collapsed lung. The tube was attached to a bubble jar that appeared to be filled with circling wisps of smoke. 
 
    'Vacuum principle,' Carroll explained as he worked, talking me through the relatively simple procedure because there wasn't time to take me under. The anaesthetic meant I saw all and felt nothing. By draining the air out of the cavity the deflated organ was left with no option but to expand and backfill the vacuum. It felt like I was taking part in some sort of surgery by numbers. You take the tube from point twenty two, affix it to muscle seventeen and wait until organ one has expanded to fill cavity nine. Three neat stitches to suture the incision and that was that. Panic averted. All that was left for me to do was rest and recuperate. 
 
    Personal feelings aside, Carroll was more than adept at his trade. I was never less than safe in his hands, and I don't know how many other patients could profess the same blind confidence in their physician. Nevertheless, we argued almost solidly for the next week. Every time he made an appearance we fell back into dispute, Carroll accusing me of over exertion and a fanciful imagination, me reversing the stroke and accusing the doctor of narrow-mindedness, pig-headed obstinacy and an imagination that was unshakeably banal. The riposte was invariably mine. The man had no soul. 
 
    We each became quite adept at feinting and parrying the other's verbal assaults, and ended up firm friends after I gave up trying to convince him of the old man's part in my right lung's second collapse. Carroll's ultimate practicality left no room for belief in the unreasonable. The empirical he had an abundance of time for, the hypothetical he enjoyed, the fanciful he dismayed at. My visitor was my own HoodooMan. If he chose to eat his lunch using my chest for a plate, that was my problem. My body's way of telling me to take better care of it in the future, no doubt. When I stopped pushing for his acceptance it felt as if the disinfected wards around us heaved a collective sigh of relief. I think Carroll viewed it as me taking the first shaky step on the path toward putting the accident behind me. 
 
    Aimee came by to visit every day, bringing news of mutual friends and the goings on of the outside world. I hadn't realised just how isolating a hospital could be until then. I lay propped up in bed, listening to her describe the whys and wherefores of the carnival that, until Saturday, had been ninety-five percent of my adult life, and felt utterly superfluous. It stemmed from drear thoughts already well entrenched in my head. Who would miss me, bar the occasional taproom drinker who enjoyed listening to the tinkerings of a not-so-wonderful pianist? Like the gigolo in the Dave Lee Roth song, I was left to lie there thinking: life goes on without me. 
 
    Seven days seemed like they were destined to never end. I practised walking with the crutches Carroll provided, spent time prowling the wards, one grey cement rectangle to the next. There was nothing to see, nothing to stimulate the imagination. I saw dropouts with narcotic stares waiting groggily for detoxification. I saw children and pensioners with breakages and disfigurements, braces and crutches, wheelchairs and gurneys. I saw hope in the eyes of patients awaiting the results of tests. I saw despair in the same eyes when the test results came through. I saw tears wept. Heard prayers spoken. Soft words. In the end, I couldn't wait to escape. 
 
    That was exactly how it felt. 
 
    I was being released to rejoin my life. I had had a scare and now I was getting a second chance to get my act together. A reprieve. Another bite at the apple or whatever other cliché I wanted to adopt. The perfect geometry of the situation wasn't visible to me, I saw it only in terms of being free to do whatever I wanted this time around. I was quite happy to seduce myself with mental images of how things were going to be second time of asking. I would take the Channel 4 job when they offered it it wasn't a matter of if anymore. I would start playing with the club bands at Ronnie Scott's and Bass Clef and take that tour of the old night-club sites, the Bag O' Nails, Jig's Club, and Café de Paris. Soak in the history. Maybe I would even bully Tachyon Web into live shows at impressive sounding venues, with Declan Shea guesting on the keyboard, playing in front of an audience of thousands. My name would mean something to the grungy kids that worshipped the Gods of Heavy Metal and that was kind of scary. I would be a name on everyone's lips. No more sitting back and waiting for the right calls. 
 
    I walked out of the Royal Victoria Infirmary ready to grab the world by the ears and shake it until the mouth dropped open and the good times rolled out. 
 
    My resolve lasted less than quarter of an hour. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    Walking, even with the support of the crutches, was exhausting. 
 
    I was forced to stop twice before the hospital gates. Impatient people bustled and steered around me not bothering to hide their wariness and even annoyance. I could see them looking, wondering what it was that had reduced me to paraplegia without leaving any external scars for them to read. I couldn't imagine having to carry their morbid curiosity every day for the rest of life. Their eyes lingered long enough to make me feel dirty. 
 
    I forced myself to walk on and found myself making excuses for everyone who thought of themselves as normal. 
 
    Some things stay the same, no matter how much they hunger for change. Money can be poured into the infertile soil only to wither and die as projects fail, while twenty feet down the road, where the grass is forever greener, the selfsame projects could have been blossoming. Parts of Newcastle are like that. The walk down Leazes Hill to the Haymarket is like that. The Trent House on the corner, with its sawdust, spit and polish atmosphere cynically designed at snaring student grants, is like that. The red brick buildings that stand four and five storeys tall are like that. The Georgian terraces are like that. The wooden portakabins are like that. 
 
    I crossed the road at the converted zebra, expecting horns to blare when the waiting drivers realised my legs weren't capable of covering the black and white stripes asquickly as the green man dictated. I poled my way to the centre, looking apologetically at the blind windscreens. Again, I had to pause to gather my second wind. I felt momentarily guilty. I knew I should have waited for Aimee, but I just didn't feel like being shepherded or cloistered. Walking on my own was something I had to do. My own stubbornness saw me refusing the offer of aid when it came my way. The drivers took my halting progress well. The bitter man inside me said it was because they saw a cripple and were thinking: But for the grace of God, there go I. 
 
    Somewhere inside all of them was a memory of a moment when a slightly different twist of fate could have propelled them into an involuntary role reversal, be it a knock picked up in a kick-about, a trip on the staircase at home, walking out in front of a car, or over-compensating for a skid. The variations were as endless as the outcomes and every one of them was feeling guilty for thanking their lucky stars. I didn't begrudge them, that was almost exactly what I was feeling myself. 
 
    The streets are a hostile place for someone on crutches. Too many people don't think –too set on their trajectory, all elbows and pushes as they arrow for gaps that aren't there. Crutches are trial enough without having to ride against the current of shoppers or go down. 
 
    The open air bus station and its wreath of thick exhaust fumes was a welcome sight, even if it meant another road to cross. I sat outside the Oxfam shop on the corner, watching the cars and the starlings. A black cab glided into the rank with its buckled railings. 
 
    An old woman wearing too many coats for the tee-shirt weather clutched carrier bags and pushed a wire-framed shopping trolley towards the lights. Her entire world was in that trolley. Clothes, papers, jewellery, boxes and bottles. A scavenger's treasure trove of useless oddments. She stopped before the repetitive beeps of the crossing said it was all right for her to wade out between the stationary cars. 
 
    I levered myself to my feet and started to shuffle-walk to stand beside her at the lights, looking past the iron staircase into Eldon Square and the reflections of glass walls to the circling birds above the hidden Grey's Monument. 
 
    When she saw me, she screamed. This poor old woman literally dropped the bags she clutched so desperately, opened her cracked lips to say something, couldn't and started shrieking. It was a terrible sound. I stepped forward, forgetting the restrictions of my crutches. One went clattering to the floor. Panicking, she tried to fend me off, throwing her hands up defensively and slapping at the empty air between us. I held up my hands to show her I meant no harm. Her bags spilled rubbish onto the street. People had stopped to look at us. I felt like turning and yelling at them to leave us both alone. I would have if I thought it might have helped. 
 
    I took another unaided step forward.The skin across my ribs pulled. She pushed her trolley straight at me. I had no chance to dodge, so I let it clatter into my legs, praying it wouldn't be enough to topple me. It wasn't. The old woman was crying hysterically. Clawing at her own face. Her fingernails dug into the bags beneath her dull eyes. Soon, her tears mingled with blood on her cheeks and her fingernails clawed all the more fervently, scrabbling after her eyes. 
 
    I backed off, still in a stupor, bending to grab my fallen crutch. I fell sideways against the side of a car, needed its support to drag myself back to my feet. I couldn't move anywhere near as quickly as I wanted to. My horror effectively hypnotised me. 
 
    Her fevered fingers pulled at the skin, burrowing into the wretched flesh. Working by feel, they undermined the roots of her eyes. Splashes of blood gouted down her wrists and forearms. The skein of muscles and nerves beneath the skin parted in some insoluble puzzle of knots. Her face was blazing with the lustre of pitiful triumph. 
 
    'You won't. . . harm me. . . now,' she said, whether to me or to herself, I couldn't tell. Her voice was that of a mewling infant, albeit spoken from an elderly mouth. She was shaking her head wildly, her feet rooted to the spot. Above her head the green man started to flash but the warning was too late for her. Her fingers neatly snapped the worms of nerve and then pulled out her eyes. 
 
    Screaming, she turned blindly, drawn by the beeping overhead, and lurched into the traffic, eye sockets empty, blood streaming down her cheeks, hands fighting off whatever demons her blind senses were conjuring. She twisted back on her self, stumbling. She fell to her knees in the middle of the road. Lifted her head to look up. Those vacant sockets seemed to stare right through me. Her hand was on her face, her look now stricken, as she realised what she had done. No euphoria. 
 
    I clutched the traffic light for support. I wanted to be away from this place, badly. 
 
    Her mouth was a raw wound between the planes of blood. Her head no longer raised above the height of her body. Her voice clung to coherence with the greatest of difficulty, but I heard the remnants of the old woman there, clinging to life. 
 
    'You remember, don't you. . ? You remember. If you don't. . . you will. . . I knew you'd come. . . You get down on your knees. . . and you pray. . .' 
 
     She fumbled blindly ahead, clawing at the road, her eyeballs abandoned beside her.Her head twisted, hearing something I didn't. 
 
    The car didn't slow down. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    I heard people screaming. 
 
    There was nothing I could do: even my own sick fascination lost its hold when the play became one of revulsion. I poled away from the traffic lights. No one shouted or objected at my disappearance. I don't know how many of the onlookers even registered my presence. They had another act to occupy them; the bag lady's head thumping on the bonnet of the braking car. Her brittle bones breaking on the road. Next to that, what was I? One cripple standing at the roadside? 
 
    Head down, I hobbled through the dazed people, not stopping until I was past the car park, the art gallery, tobacconist, record store and the breeze-rocking sign for the Three Bulls Heads. Choking black fumes hung around the mouth of the renovated underground bus concourse, separated from my harbour by the width of the road; this strip of Percy Street one of the most unhealthy in the North East with its permanent pollution of buses. The banshee wail of the sirens wasn't long in coming. I didn't anticipate being called back to answer their questions. 
 
    And what could I tell them that twenty other people couldn't? My eyes didn't see anything different. I had no special insight. I was frightened; that is about all I can truthfully say. I was frightened. 
 
    There was a sign glued to the billboard above the concourse entrance; a television vicar perched on a Harley with his hands together, his ethic three-feet tall: 'Last Chance To Pray Before The Freeway.' 
 
    I didn't put my hands together. I was shaking, pale and jittery. That didn't surprise me in the least. My body felt as though it had been worked over by wooden staves and baseball bats. People were stopping to look at me, to ask if I was all right. I didn't appreciate their concern. What I wanted was anonymity. I fended them off with snarls. All I could think of was beer. Standing, lost on the street with the sirens dying behind me, vicar gazing down on me, I half-convinced myself that more than one form of anonymity was waiting at the bottom of a glass. I knew for sure it wasn't the anonymity I was looking for, but it was as good a place as any to start looking. 
 
    The drink, when it came, was left untouched. I listened to the conversations taking place on all sides. People naive enough to think their own words were important enough for others to want to hear. Gossip and rumours. Scandal and outright lies. The words were sucked into a vacuum of bonhomie that was worse than expectant silence. I listened to all of the conversations at once without making sense of any of them. 
 
    Something was happening to me, and it went deeper than coincidence. My head buzzed with sour thoughts. There had to be an escape to a saner world than this. A world where an old woman wasn't compelled to gouge her own eyes out because of something she thought she saw in a perfect stranger. A world where the hobo version of the Hoodoo Man wasn't waiting for me on every street corner. 
 
    All eight screens of the Video Juke Box were stuck in the same stage of the loop, beach buggies and drag races across the sand dunes, the glitzy muzak backing track enough to bully the afternoon drinkers into feeding the slots for music no one really wanted. More than one smoky fragrance was discernible. The musk of closely packed bodies. I got up to leave, offering my untouched beer to the nearest group of talkers. 
 
    I had nowhere to go but home, but there was nothing waiting for me there, and I really didn't want to be alone, so home was the last place I was going to go. I could have gone looking for Aimee. It didn't occur to me that she might have been anywhere other than work, and I thought of intruding on her there, the one place where I wouldn't be glossed over with pity, and I thought of how she would feel; and I stayed away. 
 
    Instead, I haunted the streets of the city during the long hours of the day, stopping frequently for respite from the strain the crutches placed on my arms, listening to the murmurs of the pedestrians. The effort and concentration walking required kept my mind off thoughts of escape, old women and dossers. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    I heard his voice first, bemoaning our lack of faith. Accusing us of betraying Jesus Christ, Our Lord. My walking had led me in a grand series of circles and through the most crowded byways, to Grey's Monument as always, the hub to my slow meanderings. 
 
    He was carrying his wooden crucifix, though it took all of his strength to bear the burden, both hands grasping the wooden spars to keep it from falling. He was vying for attention with the Animal Rights Anti-Vivisection table and the Socialist Worker touts. The pigeons and starlings were his audience, a cross between the bible and a misplaced loyalty to the Twentieth Century his gospel. The last of the shoppers ignored his preaching with the self same deaf ears he was decrying, intent only on dodging the Socialists so they could carry on with their orgy of spending. Children screamed and squabbled, rode skateboards and made as much of a nuisance of themselves as their own street credibility would allow. They smoked, ate burgers and drank from cans, swilling the lager down as fast as they could drink it for fear someone might spirit it away. 
 
    My God, I thought, watching the circus. The philosopher has a point. I stopped and eased myself down onto one of the benches outside the book shop to listen, resting my crutches on either side of my legs and crossing my arms. Sometimes these street corner philosophers were interesting enough to warrant the waste of ten minutes, and I had ten minutes that could have done with wasting. 
 
    His words came in excited bursts, part of his address lost amid the swirling noise of Newcastle preparing to close down for the night, but he caught my attention all right. 
 
    'Do you think you have contented your Lord?' he yelled, pointing. 'Do you? You, the cripple over there, do you think your God is happy with you?' The way he laboured over the word cripple made it sound like the basest insult he knew. I started to gather my crutches together as soon as it became evident the philosopher was looking for me to respond in kind. I wasn't getting into a slanging match over a God I didn't believe in. He laughed mockingly. 'Did He strike you down because you were a good citizen or because you were an exile from His example? Did He touch your soul and wrench out your heart as a reward for a good life?' His voice was spiralling as he propelled himself into his tirade heart and soul. 'No, of course He didn't. He looked upon your countenance and reviled what He saw. He looked upon the image He created, the reflection of Himself and He saw corruption. He saw sin.' I levered myself up to my feet. 'That's it, get up. Flee. Flee before God reclaims the little dignity He left you.' 
 
    'I don't have to take this,' I muttered, but he left me with no choice at all: either I crutched away down Grey Street to the riverside with him heckling at my back, or I faced him down. 
 
    People were slowing down to catch a glimpse of the carnival now, human nature as it is, their curiosity frightened it might miss something of the coming entertainments. No one wanted to walk on by before this one hand had played itself out. They weren't all well-dressed shoppers, either. I picked the rags of three tramps out from the congregation. The I saw a fourth. There were probably more working the outside of the gathering for coins.He saw me coming and laughed harshly, his eyes blazing with righteous indignation. I couldn't help but wonder what I had ever done to him. 
 
    But then the cadence of his laughter changed. He backed up a stumbling step, clamping his mouth shut. I saw why. Blood was spilling out between his clenched teeth. The cross fell from his hands. He wasn't laughing now. It was as if his closeted world of God and Evil had collapsed around him in one shuffling backstep. His eyes blurred with abject terror. He opened his mouth to scream and his tongue spilled out. The gash where he had bitten through it looked like the body of a crimson millipede. Spindly legs that convulsed in the ripples of sine waves. Panic took the philosopher. He backed up to the body of the Monument, thrusting his hands out to fend me off, and staggered. Then he fell. 
 
    It was a half-second that lasted an eternity. I couldn't move. I was fifteen feet away from a man who had bitten his own tongue out.I wanted to run for my sanity. 
 
    He had an audience now but no one was trying to help him. In fact one of the tramps was clapping; the sound of his hands sending a shiver tracing down my spine. I could hear breathing behind me, or a parody of breathing that was so near to perfect it was indistinguishable from the real thing. The other tramps joined in with the applause. 
 
    He strode past me, pushed his way through the throng. My tramp. The crowd seemed to shrink away from him as he carved a path through them. He was ignorant of their revulsion. His eyes fixed on some point invisible in the middle distance. His fingers were wrapped in scraps of cloth now, his hands bandaged, the only superficial changes since I had last seen him hovering over my bed. The pigeons and starlings were flocking to be near him. More tramps were pushing through the crowd in time to see the first one land on his outstretched arms. 
 
    The way his look singled me out, I got the distinct impression this whole hellish act was for my benefit and mine alone. 
 
    I balked, grabbed the nearest person to me, a teenage boy with an unruly shock of yellow-corn hair. 'Him, him.' I said urgently, pointing. 'Do you see him?' 
 
    The boy cringed back; had he seen what had happened to the last two people who tried to talk to me? I had no way of knowing. 
 
    'Do you see him?' I insisted, shaking him. 
 
    There must have been forty deadbeats ringing the Monument. The noise started with one of them stamping his feet. Another joined in. Then another. One took to chanting; an eerie, ululating howl. Another growled low in his throat as the stamping intensified. 
 
    The boy was transfixed; but not by me. My tramp was commanding an army of feathers. Birds of all descriptions were coming to roost on his body. Feathers, beaks and eyes. He started to spin. At first I thought it was a stagger, the weight of the birds too much for him, but the gradual increasing of his momentum convinced me otherwise. One foot to the next, from a shuffle to a wild spiral, as the tramps' peculiar whooping chant goaded him into faster and faster spins. The birds clung to him as long as they could before his tribal dance forced them into flight, then they broke and banked higher, their circling fanning out into looser arcs. 
 
    The sky was full of wheeling birds. A vortex of wings centred on the spire of the Monument. 
 
    The noise of the gathering was insane. The sounds of the birds disseminated unintelligibly into the tumult. 
 
    The boy saw him. I didn't need his nervously whispered: 'Yes. . .' to know that. The boy saw him. I was so frightened, I didn't know whether to laugh or weep. If I knew how to pray, I think I would have said a prayer for myself then, but I didn't have the knowledge nor the time. 
 
    The boy went stiff in my arms, as if someone had rammed a blade into the base of his spine. The muscles in his arms tensed, tiny tremors furrowing beneath the skin. The shocks ran into my hands through his shoulders. The tension in his body thrilled through my restraining hands. I looked at him then, for the first time paying attention to the fight going on under my nose. The boy's face seemed incapable of holding one expression for more than an eye-blink. Rage warred with fear in his plain features. Cheek muscles contorted, the strength draining from the gaunt hollows. Lips peeled back in a feral snarl to bare nicotine-yellowed teeth. But his eyes, oh, his eyes. . . 
 
    The fear was in those washed out orbs, stark and unremitting. But it wasn't the fear that sent me screaming and reeling backwards. The crowd and the buildings around me lost all of their colour and most of their depth and clarity as my brain recoiled against what it was interpreting. The street scene was suddenly one of few hues, turbid umber and ochre. My hearing lost its clarity, too, and volume, as if the air had somehow transmuted to water and we were all drowning. Feeling the trembling of his body against mine it was too easy to share the boy's trauma. 
 
    Before the reality of light and sound flickered away altogether, I had a moment to feel dizzy and glad of the support of my crutches. Despite the fear in the boy's eyes they had dulled to become remarkably placid, but even that new calm couldn't rob them entirely of what I had seen. He was suddenly an empty glove, a discarded thing that had lost its sense of place, his eyes dead. I had seen those eyes before. He tried to speak normally, but there wasn't enough breath left in his lungs. It came out no louder than a whisper, but this voice I wasn't going to be able to lose amid the eerie chanting of the deadbeat crowd. 
 
    'I know you,' he said, but he said it in that voice, the one my tramp had used when he asked if I was afraid. 'I know who you are.' His face went as blank as his eyes for a heartbeat, but then he smiled that rictus smile.The smile of someone who believed himself ultimately untouchable. He had a different face, but it was him. His eyes rolled upwards, going over on themselves. The tension fled his muscles and one second later he was gone, and I was left holding the boy's limp body in my arms. I wept as I tried to shake life into his body, lowering him to the flagstones, breathing into his mouth, once, twice, three times. Pumping on his chest. A cycle. Three times. Three times. 
 
    'You can't die on me,' I howled, punishing myself because I couldn't convince his body of that fact. The boy shuddered and I thought I had won his life back, one for the two I had lost, but even that brief glimpse of victory was yanked out of my grasp. I felt the life seep out of him in a series of weakening shudders. 
 
    He died in my embrace. 
 
    I screamed into the sky, and for just a moment my guilt and grief drowned out the vagrants’ chorus. I threw my gaze toward the Monument, the fallen cross and my tramp. 
 
    He vacated his perch on the raised dais of the Monument's steps, leaving me with a look of mocking triumph. Around the Monument, the street people dispersed into the fractured shadows, taking their own segments of the chant with them. 
 
    There was a chill in the air. 
 
    The night smelled sharply of smoking hickory wood and something else, something rotten compared with that sweetness. 
 
    I huddled up against the new chill, rocking the dead boy in my arms. 
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One 
 
      
 
    I left the boy propped up against the bulk of a streetlight, his chin on his chest, eyes closed. 
 
    It was over for him. 
 
    My head was a mess inside. At first I just hunkered down beside him dazedly, shielding his empty corpse from prying eyes. I didn't abandon him to the carrion eaters. Part of me was hoping I would be able to get through this on some sort of mechanical level where I didn't need to believe in the phantasms my eyes offered. I waited patiently for the boy's eyes to open, expecting my tramp to take repossession of his puppet the moment I bared my undefended back. I was walking on the edge of a very dark precipice, the cliff beneath my feet eroded by the recognition of madness, my balance not my own and therefore unreliable at best. The howling wind wanted me to fall. Wanted to pluck me off the cliff edge and hurl me out over the abyss and the dark glass sea. Wanted to dash my body against the stones so when I landed in its country I would be utterly broken. All I had was the word of a boy my proximity had destroyed. His whispered 'Yes. . .' 
 
    Against the violence of the long fall summoning me so very eagerly, it was precious little. A sweet song that illuminated the pitfalls of the dark landscape ahead, as steadfast as a candle in the howling wind. Who would believe me if I risked pouring my heart out? Not the police. The official quarter would offer disbelief and contempt. I could well imagine the conversation: 
 
    'You see, Officer, I killed a tramp and now he's haunting me, making women who see me claw out their own eyes and men who try to talk to me bite out their tongues.' 
 
    'Yes sir, now you just sit there and we'll get you a cup of coffee.' 
 
    Only in this instance the coffee was a euphemism for a straight-jacket and a padded cell, both mine, at the local asylum's leisure. 
 
    Equally, though, I couldn't allow the madness to fester inside me unchecked. But who could believe me when something as real to me as my home had become a warren of traps and illusions and all I had to offer was the truth as I saw it? 
 
    Aimee, champion of hopeless causes? 
 
    She would listen to my words without prejudice, no matter how much reason insisted on her dismissing them as the ravings of a lunatic, but listening wasn't believing. 
 
    I rummaged through my pockets, making sure I had the change, then I crutched across the square looking for a phonebox. 
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    Aimee came to rescue me from Newcastle. 
 
    I promised myself I wouldn't look back at the boy's streetlight. I broke that promise as well as every other one I had made since three a.m. last Saturday morning. 
 
    'Why the hell didn't you wait for me to come and meet you at the hospital?' Her anxiety made her sound harsher than she had intended. I sank back into the passenger seat, robbed of the strength to argue. I shrugged and shook my head. She knew better than to press the point. I looked at her, driving with all the concentration I had neglected the last time I sat behind the wheel of a car. 'Ciaran's been asking after you. He would have come to visit but he couldn't face the hospital.' I nodded without answering. 
 
    Ciaran, was my only brother, older by two years and everything my parents could have asked for right until he turned seventeen. Their Golden Boy, they couldn't stand to think of him as different, and for that he's making them pay the ultimate price. He won't let them near him now he knows he is dying. He's lashing out blindly at everyone who wants to be close to him, making them hurt for hurting him. Sometimes he's a complete wanker, but he's my brother. I love him dearly. He can't tell me this self-imposed exile of his isn't hurting him as much as it's hurting mum and dad. 
 
    The minutes ticked by. I wanted to talk to her. I ticked over a variety of explanations, but couldn't settle on one that would suffice. The effects of the day were beginning to catch up with me. I wanted to sleep but I wasn't sure I would be capable of sleeping ever again. The Tyne was high tonight, its waters a dank filthy grey. 
 
    In the end, I couldn't stand the silence. I tuned the radio to 1215 on the medium wave in time to catch the tail end of Chumbawamba's Give The Anarchist A Cigarette. The disc-jockey slipped silently into another album track. I hummed along as if it was the most natural thing in the world for me to be doing. 
 
    We were heading back through Gateshead, Aimee taking an alternative route to mine, probably thinking she was doing me a favour by avoiding the stretch of road outside the Springfield Hotel. 
 
    'Can we drive past the hotel? I want to have a look for something.' 
 
    To her credit, Aimee didn't question my desire to return to the scene of the accident. If she had, I don't think I would have been able to pinpoint why I wanted to go back there. I wasn't hoping to find anything in particular. I didn't think there was anything there to find. I was looking for an angle. A way in. 
 
    With an uncertain, formless apprehension, I watched the streets change until we reached the lights, the hotel no more than a couple of hundred yards ahead. 
 
    'Stop the car, please.' 
 
    The street was lighter than the last time I had seen it. Aimee turned into a side street to park, wheels crimped against the curb. 
 
    We walked slowly. 'It's no use wanting to wrap me up in cottonwool. I don't want to pretend it never happened. I want to talk about it. I'm hoping this is the right place to talk – and if it isn't…' I shrugged. The streetlights had come on in the time it had taken us to park and walk back around. A balmy night, just right for a walk. 'I'll tell you the truth because I need you to believe me.' 
 
    Aimee tried to smile. 
 
    I offered her the truth, but kept my silence which Aimee allowed to stretch without trying to hurry me until we reached the first landmark. The streetlight was crippled, the bulb broken, the post reduced to a listing thirty-degree angle that had it hanging precariously out over the road. 'I killed him, Aimee. I know you said no one else was hurt.' Aimee went to interrupt, but I raised my hand to stay her objections. 'I know. . . I know. Please don't say anything. I want to take you through this in some sort of logical progression. If I start thinking about your questions I'll forget something. I need you to hear everything and then tell me I am not going mad.' 
 
    I hadn't realised how fiercely I was clutching at the hand grips of my crutches. I loosened my grip, waiting for Aimee's cue to go on. She had tears on her cheeks but she was trying to smile. I knew she was finding it hard, but there was a selfish part of me that wanted to lay my troubles at someone else's door. I gestured away down the road. 
 
    'I was back by the lights when I saw him. He was an old man. A tramp. He was standing on the pavement, other there. Hovering, as if he wanted me to accelerate. We were playing a grotesque game of chicken. 
 
    'I lost control of the Midget, hit him and ended up here. I called the accident in to the police on the cellular phone. I reported hitting an old man. They can verify that.' 
 
    Aimee took a step towards me. My mind was scrambling around for adjectives to describe the rest of my story, but it kept coming up empty handed and subsequent trawls became rapidly more difficult. I wanted her to believe so desperately, but if she couldn't accept the presence of the old man here, at the beginning, how could I hope to convince her of his reappearances down the line? 
 
    The answer was I couldn't. 
 
    'I don't know why I'm bothering. You don't believe me. Take me home.' 
 
    'No.' Her refusal surprised me, but I had to admit that her presence was comforting. Being there with her was comforting. 'I want you to tell me. I want to understand.' 
 
    She didn't say that she wanted to believe. I had to bite my tongue because that selfish part of me wanted to throw her choice of words back in her face. She was making an effort, tentatively holding an olive branch. I counted to five mentally, for each one naming twice as many reasons why I loved her, like the old game: How Do I Love Thee? Let Me Count The Ways. 
 
    I loved her for her smile. 
 
    I loved her for her humour. 
 
    I loved her for her eyes; the way they sparkled when she thought she was getting one over on me. 
 
    I loved her for her voice and the words it had to say. 
 
    I loved her for her lousy cooking. 
 
    I loved her for her big feet. 
 
    I loved her for the way she made me think. 
 
    I loved her for her nose and its love of natural odours. 
 
    I loved her for her unshakeable faith in all of things bright and beautiful. 
 
    I loved her for her rotten musical taste. 
 
    I loved her for loving me and saying so. 
 
    The list came easily. With so many ways, how could I do anything but open up to her? 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    And she tried to believe me, God love her, she really tried. 
 
    I hadn't even begun thinking how far I could push Aimee into believing. That selfish part of me just kept on insisting that best was best, and in this case making Aimee believe me was the best for both of us. I never dreamed of questioning whatever it was that directed my logic. After all, why would I lie to myself? 
 
    I stripped my retelling of the accident and the days after down to the bare essentials. Listening to myself rehashing the intricate mesh of craziness that seemed to be weaving itself around me ever tighter was somewhere akin to listening to a straight-jacketed man suddenly dragged out into the daylight after a lifetime confined in the dank, clammy chambers of a dark asylum. 
 
    What I said pushed believability to its very outer limits, and several steps beyond at times. Aimee digested it all, her weak smile dying altogether before I finished talking. She stopped me to ask questions and probe where she thought she saw tears in the mesh of craziness. Where she questioned and where she erected taboos and cordoned off no-go areas betrayed a fundamental inability to believe that stung me. The stinging wasn't acute. I was disappointed by the way she looked at me, but my faith wasn't irreparably shattered. 
 
    We must have made some kind of spectacle; a succession of drivers kept slowing, their expressions announcing that they could make little sense of my erratic semaphore as I re-enacted my stagger from the Midget to where my tramp had fallen, and then back again. 
 
    'I believe you,' Aimee lied, sounding even less sincere than I do every time a Jehovah's Witless threatens to take root on the doorstep. But maybe she wasn't so far from starting to believe; maybe it was just me being scared, needing her belief to be committed, whole-hearted and without question. 
 
    I took her hand in mine, lifted it to my cheek and held it there. I couldn't begin to tell you if I was trying to leech away some of her body's heat or force her into feeling the bone-deep chill that had replaced mine. I couldn't let go of her hand for a very long time. Aimee didn't try to draw it away, either. She simply allowed me to keep it there, pressed against my cheek, understanding somehow that I needed the contact. 
 
    How was she to know that I was literally willing some kind of mental telepathy to bloom suddenly between us? 
 
    I forced my mind's eye into replaying the worst of what my real eyes had seen, tried to pump the visions out of my head and down through Aimee's fingers until she could see exactly what I had and she had no choice but to believe. 
 
    When I pulled away, severing the contact, it was my choice. Her eyes hadn't changed. That they hadn't changed said I had failed. 
 
    Aimee reached out for me. Held me close. 
 
    We were no further forward, not really. We had constructed a few shaky foundations that a sneeze could have brought down, and that was the top and bottom of it. I thought of the Abyss Line and the kind of monster I had dogging my shadow. I kissed Aimee's palms and as I did I realised love could only be stretched so far before something had to give. 
 
    It was most likely to be me. I harboured no illusions on that score, either. My grip on the good old reliability of reality's terra firma was already beyond tenuous. One good firm push from behind and  
 
    'Show me,' Aimee said, out of the blue. She twisted me around, forcing me to look at her. 'Take me to these places. I need to see them.' 
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    She can be as stubborn as a mule when she sets her mind to it. I have seen her dig her heels in over the most ridiculous issues; our argument of car over crutches was one of those times. It didn't matter that rain was slowly liquidifying the air around us, nor that I was suffering. I could hardly stand after a long day of turmoil and irrationalities, but she wanted to walk and there was no other way she would have it. So we walked. 
 
    There was no touching; no familiarity of body against body, skin on skin. Aimee walked patiently at my side, the rain spilling down her face as her eyes swept left and right scouring the gathering dusk for whatever secrets it held. Conversation was as sparse a commodity as contact, the few words passing between us little more than colour for the commentary of the streets. Oddly though, it wasn't an uncomfortable walk. We seemed to have settled into a comfortable trudge. I pointed out the few necessary landmarks where something had happened during my drive from the Jazz Club on Fourth Street. The somethings in question were pretty much non-entities really; where I thought about jumping the lights; where I switched radio for tape; I virtually provided Aimee with a guided tour to the accident and all of its by-blows. 
 
    I'm sure Carroll would have had something to say about my excessive exercise on my first day out from under his nose. If I had been him I know I would have had plenty to say about it, but cursing my own stupidity wasn't likely to help so it was pointless offering it free-time when I had so much else to think about. My ribcage stung; it felt almost exactly as if someone had rubbed a tubeful of Fiery Jack into the skin and then abandoned me in an ice box, the contrasting burns were so acute. 
 
    We had walked maybe three-quarters of a mile when I had to stop. I should have stopped earlier but stubborn pride and a wide streak of obstinacy kept me going well into my strength's dwindling reserve. The benches outside St Columba's proved too tempting, however, even for my pig-headed pride. I slumped into the seat glad of the respite it offered, however temporary. Aimee didn't sit. She placed her hands firmly on the bench's backrest and began hunkering and standing alternatively, going through what I assumed to be impatient limbering up exercises. Even if I had been of a mind to, I don't think I could have moved. Right then, sitting in the rain, wet and warm as it was, felt wonderful. 
 
    The second hand on St Columba's ancient clock juddered through an arc of sixty seconds, marking off another minute of my life with its jerky motion. 
 
    Bill stickers pasted across the window of the burnt out pub across the street advertised inconsequential bands with names like Verbatim and Melodeon Cross. Intricately shaded graffiti obscured the faces and the logos beneath an explosion of colour that clashed painfully with the down-at-heel appearance of the old watering hole. 
 
    Spanning the water, the TyneBridge's lofty vault of fluted girders and serpentine railings was suffused with the amber afterglow of the spotlights and streetlights made misty by the steady downpour. From this sort of distance the bridge seemed to retain an element of its daytime bustle. Headlights came and went in a staccato. It felt like one of the most lonely places on God's earth, crammed with a constant stream of people who queue up to ignore you while they chased their own form of white line. 
 
    I think I understood why Aimee needed to walk back over my route. It wasn't that she wanted to see me hurting; there wasn't a hateful bone in her body. No, I think she was hoping there would be something out there she might feel. Something tangible she could pick up on. An essence on the street. Maybe it was there. Maybe it was there and I couldn't smell it. Maybe non-believers were somehow denied the tang of its special aroma? Who was I to say? 
 
    I forced myself to stand, determined to shuffle-walk as far as the bridge despite my body's protests. Rather like one of those elaborate illusions that regularly enthralled me as a boy, the bridge refused to appear any closer than it had from the seat. It was like some iron siren leading me on. I looked down at the sodden path and crutched on with my head down, hoping to sneak up on the construction by surprise. 
 
    His back propped up against the concrete facing of the bridge's plinth, a boy huddled clutching a "Help Me" card. You'll have seen the sort, "I'm homeless and hungry, please help me." His head was slumped, as if he were sleeping. He must have had about fifty or sixty pence in copper and small silver in the polystyrene burger box on his lap. 
 
    I crutched over to where he was, ignoring Aimee's hand as it reached out to hold me back. His head came up, his skin a beautiful rich ebony and his eyes a peculiar blue. I read his card: "I'm Matthew. I'm Seventeen. I'm cold and I'm hungry. Please help me if you can." 
 
    For a second there I didn't know what to think, but I didn't need to think. There was nothing sinister about a boy obviously far from home and finding it hard on today's meaner than ever streets. Rummaging in my pocket, I pulled out a handful of change. There must have been six or seven pounds there. I held out my hand, offering what little I could to Matthew. 
 
    His face lit up. The smile that materialised on his lips was nothing shy of brilliant. I don't think I have ever seen such a look of raw, pure gratitude in my life. Matthew cupped his hands to collect the coins as I let them spill between my fingers. The poor lad had tears in his eyes but I could see he didn't want to cry, not in front ofcomplete strangers. 
 
    Aimee gave me a look as if to say: You daft sod and I felt good, my own smile a match for Matthew's any day of the week. I shrugged out of my crutches and struggled around awkwardly until I was sitting beside him with my back propped uncomfortably against a lattice of metal. 
 
    'It's all right,' I said. I didn't know what else to say. 
 
    Aimee hunkered down at Matthew's other side, stretching her arm around his shoulders and huddling in as close as he would allow so he could share a fraction of her body's warmth. 
 
    Matthew sniffed, wiping the back of his hand across his wet nose. He put the burger box on the floor and drew his legs up. The movement was instinctively protective. 
 
    I felt around in my jacket pockets for my tobacco tin and lighter and rolled all three of us cigarettes to smoke in the rain. 
 
    The shared cigarettes were a hand of friendship Matthew had no idea how to deal with. Certainly, it was more than my offering him the change had been. You didn't have to care to put your hand in your pocket – shame made you do that willingly enough – but sitting down, sharing time, well that was sharing wasn't it. It wasn't a burden or a duty, it was something I wanted to do. 
 
    'What are you doing out here, son?' I have never been tactful, but I couldn't believe just how much I was starting to sound like my father. He would have come out with something like that, but he would have followed it with some sort of ultimatum. That was one mistake I wasn't about to let myself make. Matthew had his reasons for sliding gracelessly out of society's clutches but it was no-one's place to judge but his own. That was one of the fundamental differences between the last two generations of Sheas: neither Ciaran nor I felt the need to judge. Mind you, neither one of us was in a position to. 
 
    I thought he wasn't going to answer me. He appeared to be mumbling quietly to himself, making the same or very similar lip movements over and over again. He took a long drag on the skinny rollup and exhaled a heavy sigh that suggested to me at least that he had seen more ugly things in his brief time on the streets than either of us had during our accumulated fifty years of comfortable houses and comfortable lives. He spat a thick wad of phlegm on to the ground between his feet. He looked me straight in the eye with those startlingly blue eyes of his and said: 
 
    'It's not your problem, friend, and I don't particularly want to share it with you. Okay?' There was a surprising lack of hostility in Matthew's voice when he spoke, just a cagey reticence that was all too understandable. 
 
    'I can respect that,' I conceded easily, looking out and down the river to Scotswood and the abandoned berths in the distance. A baleful foghorn sounded from somewhere down the Tyne, too far away and around too many meanders for me to discern its source. 
 
    I was gathering my crutches, ready to lever myself back to my feet when Matthew surprised me by saying: 
 
    'Don't go. I want to talk. Really I do. But I haven't talked to anyone for so long. I don't know what to say.' 
 
    'That's okay,' Aimee reassured him before I could. I could see her slipping casually, and easily, back into her persona of refuge worker. 'What do you want to talk about? We're both good listeners.' She made a gesture that encompassed all three of us. This was the first time I had seen her in her element, so to speak. I had always known her as idealistic and dangerously undiplomatic, but maybe I had been too hasty to judge her against an outdated gender stereotype because Matthew seemed to take to her naturally. I settled back down and proceeded to roll another round of smokes while Aimee talked very naturally about nothing and Matthew listened and let his guard down inch by precious inch. 
 
    I used the redirection of attention as an opportunity to look at Matthew without being seen to do so. He looked surprisingly well when I started making allowances for the effects of a few hours sat out in the rain. Okay, his clothes were ripped and grubby enough to suggest he had been sleeping in them for a while, but otherwise he was in pretty reasonable shape. No obvious signs that he had been forced to go without food for very long, but then again I couldn't even begin to guess at the number of tramps I had seen eating out of dustbins and the like. To that extent it depended almost solely on the level he had sunk to, and that again only he could say. 
 
    I didn't notice that Aimee had stopped talking, I was too tied up with trying to make sense of the brittle defences she was artfully dismantling. Matthew's existence seemed so bleak. He came from Leeds. He wanted to go to University; everyone told him he had a real talent for art but he had no education to speak of. He had drawn pictures all of his life. Pictures were how he escaped. His mum died when he was eleven, with pserosis of the liver. His father had driven her to drink with his constant beatings, so either way you looked at it, he had killed her. They had a fight at the funeral and his father gave him a black eye and a good beating. The beatings continued for as long as Matthew stayed at home, then one day Matthew struck out and hurt his old man. The he ran, and he had been running ever since. 
 
    The pavement beneath my buttocks was uncomfortably hard and unyielding, its chill seeming to seep up through my bones. By some curious form of osmosis I was left feeling colder on the inside than I did on the outside. 
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    We stayed with Matthew for a good portion of the night, but neither one of us could be there to hold his hand forever. Not that he would have wanted us there anyway. 
 
    Aimee gave him an address in Prudhoe Street where he could get food if things got too bad, and a gentle kiss on the cheek that said we were both sorry it had come to this. I took his hand in mine, then rather self-consciously pulled him into an embrace. He felt like nothing in my arms, more skin and bone than anything else and not a great deal of those if the truth be told. Layers of baggy woollen jumpers hid his condition well. Letting go, I reached into my back pocket for my wallet and pulled out one twenty and a three tens and pressed them into his hand, figuring he needed them a damned sight more than I did. 
 
    'I don't want your money, man. Keep it. I got money, see.' He pointed down at the burger box as though it contained all the riches any one man could own. 
 
    'So now you've got more money,' I answered, closing my hand around his, intending the gesture to be unarguable. 
 
    'Man. . . Oh, man. . . I don't want your money,' Matthew insisted. There were real tears building in his eyes this time, not artful ones summoned for an audience. I felt like a first class bastard for making an issue out of the money, but I wasn't letting him go until I knew he had enough to see him through. What he did with it was up to him, but fifty quid ought to have been enough to pay for a room in a hostel for a couple of weeks and that was what I had in mind. 
 
    'Get yourself a room somewhere,' I said, my grip on Matthew's hand tightening. 'Get some hot food inside you and see what the world looks like tomorrow. It isn't always such a bad place.' 
 
    'Oh, man. . .' 
 
    'Do it for yourself. You can pay me back someday by writing me a letter when you're at University. Okay?' We both knew that that would never happen, but neither one of us felt the necessity to deflate any dreams. There was a reassuring sense of perfection to what I had said, allowing Matthew to retain some of his self-respect. Where he was going self-respect was both his sword and his shield; disarmed he would be nothing; nothing, he would be as good as dead. 
 
    I felt his hand form a fist around the money. 
 
    'You're doing the right thing,' I assured him as I loosened my own grip. 
 
    Matthew seemed to be considering something. He seemed torn, uncertain. 'I want to give you something,' he said eventually, reaching in under the collar of his sweaters to feed out a tarnished silver necklace on a leather tie. 'My mum gave it to me. Look after it until I come back with the money.' He slipped it over his head and around my neck. 
 
    'I can't-' I started, and stopped, understanding that this was something Matthew had to do for himself. I felt Aimee's arms curl around my waist reassuringly, the first physical contact we had shared since the hospital. 'Thank you, Matthew. I'll keep it safe, I promise.' 
 
    'I know you will,' he said quietly, and turned to gather his few belongings, spray cans and coins, together. 'You're too nice not to.' 
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    I didn't look at Matthew's gift until we had crossed the bridge. 
 
    I felt guilty for letting him part with it when it was probably the only thing he had left to remind him of the good times. For silver, it was surprisingly heavy and so deeply tarnished I doubted any amount of polishing could ever recover that familiar gleam. One side of the necklace seemed to be the body of a bird, a crow or a raven, its wings spread into the fan of flight formed a very precise vee. The detailing was exquisite, the intricacies and the minutiae immaculate and compelling. The traceries that were the feathers seemed to divide into a maze too complex for my eyes to solve. 
 
    The paths I picked strayed over the boundaries of one avenue into the next. On closer inspection these avenues formed the outline of a figure, arms outstretched as if in crucifixion or perhaps proprietary benediction. I got the dreadful impression that it was wearing the long coats of a tramp, and just the faintest glimmer of a smile, though how my eyes picked a smile out of the confusion of features, I couldn't tell you. 
 
    I had found the answer to one riddle, or at least a fraction of that riddle. How Matthew had accomplished his tower block art, well… that was as much a mystery as ever. Looking back to see the empty expanse of the bridge behind me I reluctantly conceded it would probably remain that way for as long as Matthew had my money. The other riddle, well, there I felt lost, and not for the first time, alone. The sum of my wisdom the few places I had seen my tramp before. Not nearly enough, not when I needed so desperately to convince Aimee, but all had nonetheless. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Matthew's necklace and the shadow it cast on my open palm. To the best of my memory it was a perfect replica of the eighty foot mural. It was an attractive piece of jewellery. I weighed it in my hand, turned it over. 
 
    There was an inscription on the reverse. I thought it might have been a message from Matthew's mother, something personal like that. I very nearly didn't read it and I almost wish I hadn't. Next to the ornateness of the other side, the inscription was peculiarly plain: 
 
    'Even The Laughing Boys Cry When The City Dies.' 
 
    It meant nothing to me. It felt like one of those truisms mothers always come out with. A half caught glimpse of some incredible philosophy. 
 
    I shrugged and slipped the necklace inside my clothing, feeling it fall naturally into the declivity between my pectorals. 
 
    The birdman felt curiously warm, almost clammy, against my skin. 
 
    Aimee took the place of my left crutch, slipping under my shoulder to support my weight whenever I needed her to, and together we walked awhile, quite happy to ignore the rain. 
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    Declan,' Aimee hissed, her fingers digging sharply into my side. I did well not to scream as they dug in beneath my damaged ribs. 
 
    'I know,' I whispered back, my lips barely moving. I was aching hurting all over from the twisting and jerking I had put my body through since checking out of the Royal Victoria. I couldn't help but wish I had stayed there, closeted from the lunacy of the real world. At least there, black was black and white was white and grey was a subtle shade of in between. 
 
    We had looped around from the TyneBridge, walking halfway down Grey Street (or as the dirt smeared sign still said, Grey tree) before taking the right-hand turn heading towards the nether regions of the Bigg Market. All of the good feeling I had drawn from meeting Matthew had slowly evaporated with the steam rising off my scalp. People around us seemed to be trying very hard to have a good time. Phantoms. Drinking and shouting, full of boisterous Joie de vivre. Very few of them, I felt suddenly sure, believed they were having a good time. Most were simply drawn to this part of the city because they had nowhere else to go. Here was where they chased after their preconceptions of what a good time really was. For each winner there were fifty casualties that fell along the way. 
 
    I kept Aimee walking. We headed back down towards St. Nick's and, eventually, the river. 
 
    'Don't look around. There's another one rummaging through the skip over there.' I made the gesture with my eyes. I had noticed the first of them, a booze and rain soaked body, propped up against the rusted railings where the Bridge Hotel became one with the Castle Keep. He appeared to be fascinated by the ragged polythene bags snared on the railings spines as they struggled desperately to be free. We were on the darker side of the street, approaching the garage on Lovers’ Lane. The tramp was wearing sunglasses despite the lack of sun. The bridge's sodium lights stole whatever features might have been his. Looking at him, he could all too easily have been a mannequin marooned in my own miserable reality. Headless. Eyeless. Nothing more substantial than a gathering of shadows propped against the railings to ward off wandering spirits. Layers of black rags hung loosely from his shoulders where the shop dummy would have been draped with designer labels. I felt the surge of adrenaline as it flooded into my system to kill the pain for a little while longer. When it returned it would be twice as bad, three times, but for now the adrenaline was succour. Matted tatters and knots of lank hair transformed the body into a man. The rain and the grease of the streets had bleached it from a lacklustre shade of brown into an oily crop of syrup. As a man, he was possibly the most sinister sight I had ever seen, at home among the detritus of takeaway containers, yesterday's news and chocolate wrappers that cluttered the street. 
 
    Traffic lights changed their spots, stopping cars that weren't coming. 
 
    The tramp looked at us, then looked away towards his companion skulking around the overflowing skip. His mouth moved. I assumed he was muttering some terse obscenity beneath his whiskey sodden breath, but then I heard his mangled whisper-rendition of 'Yesterday'. A hand went up to shield his eyes as if the tired streetlights were dazzling him through the dark lenses. Was he trying to appear casually disinterested? I doubted that very much. Something else was going on here. 
 
    The second tramp was struggling to untangle a metre-long metal stave from the frame of a buckled bedstead that had been jammed into the skip along with the melange of metal and torn rubber that made up the jumble of rubbish. I watched his struggle in horrified fascination. Why would he need a weapon unless he had someone to attack. If he had someone to attack, who else was there but us? Until then, I had thought myself desensitised to this kind of menace, but I knew then, without doubt, that I had been lying to myself. Erecting barriers of cardboard inside my head to shutter out the horrors. If something as commonplace as saturated tramps looking for good pickings among the day's litter had me ready to curl up and die, what would another episode of real horror be capable of? Another scene of eyes being clawed out or tongues bitten through? I shuddered. Lying to myself was the safest of the options open to me, I supposed. 
 
    'It could be nothing,' I said casually, knowing I had to keep my voice level as much for myself as for Aimee. If Aimee had any idea just how spooked the sight of these two drop-outs had got me, she didn't show it. 'But if I say run, then run. No arguments.' 
 
    Not a clever thing to say, under the circumstances. 
 
    I felt her stiffen against my side then. I could have kicked myself. She was coiled up almost as tightly as I was. I couldn't even blame my lack of consideration on the selfish part of me because all of me was selfish. I hadn't even stopped to think how Aimee might be feeling. I simply expected her to cope because that's what she did. She coped. Between the two of us something had to give, and I had the distinct impression that things were about thirty seconds away from shooting off every which way. 
 
    I shifted my hold on my right crutch, so if needs be I could bring it up to use as a club. My preferred defence would have been flight every time of asking; hardly a viable option after the abuse my body to gone through recently, though, and I was no Kendo expert, so what kind of difference a crutch might make I couldn't have said. At least not truthfully. 
 
    The place was too damned dark, with too many enclaves for the bastards to lurk unseen. I knew I was jumping at shadows, but how many more of them were there in those shadows? None? Twenty? Shapes clutching brown paper clad bottles tightly. Stooped. Thick. Heavy set. Skeletally thin. Towering. All of them poised to spill out of the woodwork like lice. . . 
 
    I would have killed, right then, for any familiar sounds: sirens; drunken Rugby club banter; even lovers’ soft shoe steps emerging from the lane. But we were very much alone. 
 
    The whistling faltered. I was in no particular hurry to discover what had made the tramp lose the melody's thread. 
 
    I pulled Aimee closer. 'Come on, let's get out of here.' 
 
    Shadows and shadow shapes. Some phantom. Some real. 
 
    Even the brickwork of the arches seemed somehow sinister. Decay left room for phantoms where daylight would have decried crumbling mortar and chipped and cracked stones. The recesses were home now to all of the creatures my imagination could spin in less than quarter of a minute. 
 
    I didn't want to stop; I don't think I would have, but wants aren't always what we get out of life, are they? I wanted to be anywhere else but Lovers’ Lane, at any other time but now. But that's where I was, and now was most definitely the time, however much I might have wished it otherwise. 
 
    It's probably an understatement, but I didn't feel much like whistling a happy tune. 
 
    We moved as quickly as we could without seeming to be in a hurry; both of us knowing the last thing we needed was to start drawing attention to ourselves. If Tweedledum and Tweedledee weren't looking for us then so much the better. If they were, well. . . we'd have to cross that bridge when we came to it, and probably quickly at that. 
 
    I looked for lights, somewhere bright where people would be congregating. People were our best hope of safety and the nearest sure haven was back at the Bigg Market, too far away by a long way. That limited our choices from Eeenie and Meanie down to just Eeenie. Eeenie being head down and keep walking. I didn't much fancy Eeenie as things stood. 
 
    I could hear the railing-bound tramp shuffling after us. He'd given up the pretence of whistling. His steps were a loud cycle of shuffle-drag-shuffle. I started hoping he was lame rather than just drunk. That kind of thinking tipped the odds back in our favour. I wasn't lame, I hurt but I wasn't lame. If push came to shove, I could still push, and if my odds were the ones that counted when it came down to the crunch, well, then we had a chance. However slim. 
 
    Tweedledum, Tweedledee's erstwhile partner, was still rattling around inside the skip after his chosen weapon. The longer he was tied up with his fruitless tug-of-war with the bedstead the longer Aimee and I had to make like shepherds and get the flock out of there. 
 
    That kind of thinking lasted about twenty-five feet. Shadows I gambled on staying as shadows didn't. 
 
    A fist formed around my heart and began pounding against my ribcage. Three of them detached from the darkness. They reeked of stale odours; alcohol, cigarettes, sweat, a fusion of other less normal aromas, and underlying them all, that basest of warning reeks, urine. They were like animals marking out their territories. Piss against a wall and claim it for their own.Vomit on a stretch of pavement. Territorial. The law of the streets. I could well imagine them recognising one another's reeks and knowing well enough to steer clear. 
 
    'I think we're in trouble,' I said needlessly. Somewhere along the line I have developed a nasty habit ofreacting to oncoming trouble with bloody stupid understatements like: I think we're in trouble. It must be some sort of bodily defence mechanism. Open mouth, make things sound funny instead of scary, and hey presto! a blanket's thrown over the eyes and suddenly the brain thinks things aren't so bad after all. At least that's the theory. 
 
    Aimee squeezed my arm. 'I think you might be right.' 
 
    They had slipped out of the meniscus of blackness that stretched across the entrance to Castle Keep. Three body-shapes, the fabric of which could easily have been as insubstantial as a wisp of imagination’s thread, or conversely as substantial as an out-of-control lorry jack-knifing across three lanes of motorway and straight through the central reservation. That made us the oncoming traffic, moving too quickly to slow down, and to follow that kind of thinking through a head-on collision was inevitable. Already I was thinking in terms of damage limitation. I thought I could run, but I had no idea of how far or how long, and I didn't want to force myself and find out that what I thought should see me over five hundred yards couldn't make it over fifty. 
 
    I stopped walking. My gaze darted left and right, looking for something anything that I hadn't already seen. Westgate Road was a dark possibility. The windows of Rake's Photocopiers spun back the reflections of the cars racked up outside, massive plates of oily images that doubled the dimensions of the street but halved the opportunities for hiding. If it came down to hiding we were in serious trouble. The narrow street was poorly lit. Quiet. Too quiet. We were on the edge of a city, there should have been more in the way of noise. People laughing. Shouting. Music from the pub across the street. 
 
    Maybe there was. Maybe my senses had tuned them out, better to focus on close quarters. It made me all the more certain that the entire underbelly of trampkind was waiting to pour out of the nooks and crannies. 
 
    I didn't have time to think about it. 
 
    A streetlight transformed the three body-shapes into very real people, lit them sickly. The one in the centre, tallest of the three, was a mass of blonde ratty hair and tufts of beard that belied the gaunt circles where his eyes ought to have been. A bicycle chain was wrapped around his fist, six inches or more dangling in a rusty tail. Either side of him the picture became bleaker. To his left, black hair and scars. At first I thought he was weaponless, but then he raised his hands to touch his cheeks. Each thumb was implanted with a barbed razor nearly two inches long. He made a gesture that I interpreted sickly. His facial scars were self-inflicted. If he moved, I knew I was going to vomit. To his right, thick beard and a strawberry birthmark the size of my hand. The birthmark masked one entire side of his face. His menace was the most obvious of all. A butcher's hook curved out between the fingers of his clenched fist. The hook was imbedded in the flesh between his knuckles. 
 
    As with the Tweedles, my mind very quickly provided tags for this freak show: the Tin Man with his razors, the Scarecrow with his mop of blonde and chainlink tail and the Cowardly Lion with his metal claw. 
 
    'What's the problem?' I sounded a lot calmer than I felt with the renegades from Oz bearing down on me like something from a bad trip. 
 
    The Tin Man laughed and touched his blades to his cheek again, drawing a rivulet of red from the web of blue veins and scar tissue that marred his skin. 
 
    I held out my hands, palms up in a shrug that was meant to convey my confusion. 'Do you want money? I have money if you want money. It's yours. I don't want trouble.' 
 
    The Scarecrow shook his head. I expected him to say something. He didn't. His answer was to allow another three inches of chain to slink over his knuckles, lengthening the tail's bite. 
 
    'I don't want any trouble,' I repeated stupidly. Aimee was keeping very quiet. I sensed movement behind us, wished we'd kept on moving rather than allow ourselves to get cornered like this. 
 
    Scarecrow started walking towards us. Unlike the majority of his brethren, he was surprisingly graceful, which wasn't reassuring by any means. I got the impression that in the tramp-world he was somebody. He had a kind of horrific presence. It was almost irresistible. He was confident in his ability; he'd done this kind of thing before. 
 
    Scarecrow let chain lick at his rag-clad thigh suggestively, twisting his wrist abruptly to cause it to dance to his tune. I knew what he was saying to me. He was saying: Run, little man. Run. Run as fast as you can. Faster, I'll still reach you. . . I'm the Gingerbread Man. . . 
 
    And I couldn't move until he was close enough for me to taste his derelict breath on the back of my throat. He shook his head. A small, economical gesture. His hand came up. I thought he was about to punch me. 
 
    Aimee screamed. 
 
    It wasn't a punch. 
 
    I half-turned to see what was happening, by then the length of bicycle chain was lashing in for my face. 
 
    Instinctively, I threw out my arm to block it. Bar taking the chain in the face, it was possibly the singly most stupid thing I could have done. The pain was incredible. It felt as if my forearm had been wedged beneath the wheel of a reversing car. If had been more familiar with brawling, I might have stood a chance, but as it was I was so stunned by the pain in my arm I didn't have a hope of stopping the Scarecrow's next swing. He didn't reverse it. He whipped the length of chain around like a bolo. I took the full force of it across the face. The teeth of the chain ripped through my cheek, widening my mouth by nearly an inch. My hands went up to protect my eyes as my legs buckled and I crashed to my knees. All I could hear was screaming. 
 
    The bicycle chain thrashed across the backs of my hands. Tore half of my ear away from the side of my head. I could see the blood on my palms. I couldn't scream for Aimee to run, I could only hope that she would. And that she would find help in any form. 
 
    I didn't want her to see them kill me. 
 
    'Go. . .' I managed, though it may have been hallucination. My conscience trying to salve itself. I closed my eyes and began counting to forever. I didn't even make it as far as three. 
 
    Something came crashing down into the top of my skull.I shrieked. White light exploded in sick fireworks inside my eyes as whatever it was the butcher's hook pierced the bone platelets and punctured deep into the cerebellum. Pain. My teeth bit down on the rubbery flesh of my tongue, neatly cleaving it in two. Blood swamped my rictus-locked mouth, spilling back down my throat. I was dead, my body just hadn't had enough time to adjust to the violence of my demise. The hook pushed deeper, forcing my body into spastic convulsions as the Cowardly Lion began to turn it around, unscrewing the inside of my head. 
 
    The streets themselves screamed as I died. 
 
    When my hands fell from over my eyes I could still see. The street was awash with a redness my eyes refused to blink away. There was no end to the pain. 
 
    The entire world was opening up around me. The sounds my brain had been filtering out exploded in a deafening rush; music from the pub, cars in the night, hubbub. Too late for me. 
 
    The pavement was a gigantic black hole sucking at me now, but I couldn't fall into it because the hook in my brain refused to let me go. The Cowardly Lion held me on my knees. 
 
    The agony was intense. My whole body was insensate. I felt something push at my back, thought it was one of the Tweedles trying to topple me but then  
 
     a full handspan of bedstead ruptured through the walls of my stomach, dragging with it a grey steaming coil of intestine. That coil was like the elastic of my body. 
 
    I heard something, vaguely, amid the tidal flow of blood inside my head. I was beyond the reach of sound now. 
 
    I tried desperately to hold myself together but I couldn't stop the convulsions. My whole body was at the mercy of an electrical tormentor. My arms flapped, never settling long enough for my hands to clutch at the metal spike, and my guts spilled onto the floor. The weight behind me shoved again, forcing enough of the bedstead through the wound to open me up completely. Striated muscle walls gave way as my insides leaked out onto the road. 
 
    I collapsed, pitched forward onto my face. 
 
    Rough hands rolled me over. I didn't fight. I counted my blessings on my thumbs; one, Aimee wasn't lying in the gutter beside me, and two, the pain had died. A black puddle was coagulating around my sides. I could only think that it was my nervous system catching up with my brain. I had stopped feeling anything. I knew enough about violence to understand what was happening to me. One by one, functions I took for granted were being shocked into dying. Thought or sight would go soon, if not hand in fist together, and then I would be snuffed out like a matchflame, dead in the gutter. 
 
    The way they had man-handled me the kerb had become a makeshift stone pillow. I could still see the ruin that was my body and the parasites pawing over it. I tried but couldn't close my eyes and knew that was another function that had slipped away silently; muscle control. Not long now. It was disturbing just how detached I was in the face of death. Even an hour earlier I would have anticipated kicking and screaming insanely, not this clinical calm. That scared me more than the thought of dying. I know that sounds stupid, but it's the truth. 
 
    The Tin Man straddled my waist, using his thumb implants to sheer through the fabric of my shirt. He carved an arc under my right pectoral, toying with the flaps of skin he made. Sliced away the tinder pink of the nipple. He didn't stop there. His razors opened up patches of skin, making windows into the no longer secret world of my internal bodyworks. 
 
    Doors into me. 
 
    We shared blood, mine this time. It seeped into his rags in sunbursts and flowers. My life reduced to chaotic patterns that would in turn reduce to rust and flake away. 
 
    The Cowardly Lion's lips twitched. A part of me that didn't need to hear, read his words: 'I don't like him staring at me like that. Make him stop staring at me.' 
 
    Smiling, almost, the Tin Man placed his thumbs either side of my eyes and cut into the soft flesh. 
 
    He stole my eyes, but not my sight. 
 
    I saw his face when he finished dragging his thumbs across the sliced orbs. I saw his look of satisfaction as squeezed them out onto their optic nerve stalks and severed them one at a time. I saw him secrete one into a filthy pocket before putting the other into his mouth. He bit down on my eye before he swallowed it. That, I couldn't see, mercifully. 
 
    He disentangled his limbs from mine and rose shakily to his feet. 
 
    I saw all of their faces as they huddled over my dead body and it didn't strike me as wrong that I could. 
 
    I wasn't scared. 
 
    I was beyond being scared. 
 
    I was dead. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    The Oz parasites didn't leave my body in the limbo of the middle of the road. Instead they dragged it around behind the skip, bedstead and all, and dumped it there. Out of sight, and out of their minds at least. 
 
    The Tin Man cut the shirt from my back, peeled away the material as if it were just another layer of skin to glide beneath his razors and cut the leather necklace Matthew had offered. Within an hour I had lost what I had promised to treasure. There was nothing I could do about it though. Gone was gone, and both of us were gone in our own very individual ways. I gave my life away. They stole Matthew's trust. 
 
    The Tin Man didn't take it though. He dropped it beside my face. I super-imposed the inscription I already knew by heart onto the peculiar metal: Even The Laughing Boys Cry When The City Dies. 
 
    What did that enigmatic inscription mean, really? And what did I care? 
 
    They left me face down in the litter, both Tweedles whistling the same heavily corrupted versions of 'Yesterday' as they went. 
 
    I resented the way I had been bundled into the tightest possible corner like crumpled up newspaper. Forced face down into the gap between the wall and the skip so the cavities where my eyes ought to have been couldn't catch in the headlights of passing cars. Above me, beyond the arch of the railway bridge I had the vast canopy of black to explore, dimensions of hypnotic perfection to conjure with where I was a star. I was one of those pin-pricks of silver that glittered, blazing never to fade away. Here I was, facing the earth. I could only imagine the stars. Eternity imagining what I knew was there, what I remembered, while I tasted the soiled remnants of my city. I wasn't laughing. 
 
    If this was death, I didn't like it. I hungered for the storybook oblivion where my body was worm food and my mind chased through the heavens with the angels. 
 
    It didn't occur to me that under this bridge I might as well have been in Hell. 
 
    I couldn't think that far. 
 
   
  
 



Going Underground 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    For a tantalising moment I thought I could see heaven. It wasn't close, it was an outline of white light away through the tunnel of the bridge's footpath. Heaven was in Gateshead. After my earlier thoughts on the place even I wasn't spared the irony of that one. 
 
    I imagined me a dead man clawing my way along the footpath, hauling myself inch by precious inch and wrecking my hands as I did so, only to reach closed gates. Locked gates. 
 
    I heard laughter. 
 
    It wasn't real. 
 
    So much of what was going on inside my head couldn't have been real. Clinically, I knew that my dead brain was probably tripping out on the merest fragment of the endorphin rush coming its way. The whole thing had to be one massive hallucination. I didn't have eyes, so how could I see? 
 
    It had to be an hallucination. 
 
    Endorphin. I used the word as a buoy to keep my mind afloat. I didn't know whether I was still at the entrance to Lovers’ Lane or if I were indeed behind the skip, under the bridge. Maybe I had blacked out after the second blow from the Scarecrow's bicycle chain and everything thereafter was down to my imagination and endorphin? 
 
    I started laughing. There was no noise anywhere outside of my head. 
 
    The world was opening up; folding me into its rawness; its essence seeping into my very being; my life. 
 
    Endorphin. 
 
    A drug and a last gift. If there is a God, it's not unreasonable to believe he knew very well what he was doing when he mixed the cocktail of chemicals inside the human body. 
 
    I felt hands on me. 'Not again, please no. . .' I tried to say but my throat was full of blood. Nothing. No sound. 
 
    'Hush.' 
 
    The voice was newly familiar but I couldn't place it. Dead men know nothing. Their minds corrode quicker still than their bodies. I knew nothing. 
 
     The newcomer gathered me into his arms. Cupped me close to his chest. I don't know how I knew he was a he, but I knew. It felt good; comforting. I drew comfort out of his nearness, glad I wasn't alone. 
 
    I didn't want to be dead and alone. 
 
    I felt his hands on my chest. Felt his deft fingers probe the doors made by the Tin Man. 
 
    And I felt the pain that had been missing for so long. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    And it hurt! My God, did it hurt. 
 
    The newcomer pulled my body out from behind the skip, whispering softly to reassure me that everything was okay. 
 
    I tried to tell him I was dead, and that he was wasting his time with a dead man when there were others out there who needed a good Samaritan more than I did. Empty words. Dead throats can't talk any more than dead fingers can breathe harmony and melody into the ivories of an old piano. Dead less than five minutes and I was missing my music. I felt his palm soothe my brow before he turned me. Felt his gentle caress falter as it reached the gash made by the butcher's hook. 
 
    I didn't want this Samaritan to see the ruination carved into me by the Tin Man and the other parasites from Oz. I tried to command my body one last time to shy away, but I had no more ownership or command of my muscles now than I had before, when I couldn't close my eyes. 
 
    My eyes! 
 
    He turned me gently, cradling me still. His fingers probing at the wound that had been my undoing. I felt I actually felt his finger dip into the opening to touch the inside of my head. I think I screamed. No, I screamed as well as any dead man can. I screamed. 
 
    It was Matthew holding me, making good his promise already. There was blood in his hair. It seemed to be stemming from a wound similar to mine, though I could not see its root. The blood trickled down his forehead, onto the bridge of his nose and down again, over his lip. His expression was so placid, the sadness in his eyes infinite. 
 
    Matthew touched his fingertips to my eye sockets. Even his gentle touch felt as if he had rammed screwdrivers into the backs of both. I knew pain intimately. I screamed and I heard myself screaming this time. Where he had touched me, blood had begun to ooze from his own eyes. Minute droplets welling out of the glassy orbs, and with this hideous transferral of hurts my inexplicable second sight began to dim. 
 
    Before I was truly blind though, I saw more than any one man should ever have to endure. 
 
    Matthew ministered my wounds, applying his touch like a poultice. His hands were cool against my burning skin. The sensations were returning too quickly; like an overload. I felt all of the pain that had unmade me. It started around my stomach and spread like sunburst. A gash opened into Matthew's stomach as he eased the metre-long metal stave out of mine. His intestinal tract unravelled even as he began feed mine back into my still-rent stomach. 
 
    It was a sickly compelling operation. 
 
    His touch was no less than salvation, but it cost him dearly. In helping me, Matthew sacrificed himself. Where he touched me, he bled. Every pore opened, his body shedding red tears for its own damnation. I would have wept for him if I had been able. Throughout the healing, that placid resignation his face wore so comfortably remained steadfast despite the hurts he had to be suffering. It was frightening and strange, where he touched me, the pain fled and other sensations poured in, back-filling the vacuum it left behind. I could feel my fingers touching the air. I could actually feel the air. 
 
    'You have got a lot of living to do, Declan.' Matthew said softly. 'I won't let you die. Not like this. Not for as long as we need you.' 
 
    I didn't have a clue what he was talking about. I was far from certain that he was even talking. The semantics of the sounds could have been one huge, nasty trick. 
 
    The air felt strangely malleable, but not quite substantial enough to be a hand reaching down my throat, choking. 
 
    'I'm going to take away your eyes.' 
 
    I must have panicked because Matthew laid very calm, very reassuring hands on my shoulders. 
 
    'I have to.' 
 
    I noticed how noisy my breathing had become; how much it disturbed the unnatural stillness. My breathing sounded doubly oppressive when my perception of the world turned to black. I didn't know how to feel, stepping into this real darkness which in the twist of one night had become my permanent home. 
 
    Even with Matthew's unnaturally calming touch I was scared. Scared doesn't do the feeling justice, I was beyond scared, I was terrified. The claustrophobic assault of my new dark 'home' was utterly terrifying. All I could think was: It's going to be like this forever. . . I tried to summon Aimee's face from memory but couldn't. I couldn't remember what she looked like. Oh, sweet Jesus, I couldn't remember what she looked like! I hadn't had a warning. No one had come up to me and said: 'See that face? Remember it because you're never going to see it again.' 
 
    Would I have believed them if they had? 
 
    I doubt it. I seriously doubt it. 
 
    Until then I hadn't so much as spared a second thought for Aimee. Had she gotten away? Used the dubious cover of one of the parked cars outside the photocopy shop to watch my murder? What must she be feeling right now? God, did she even get away or was she lying in another gutter but without Matthew to play healer? 
 
    Matthew helped me to stand. Blind darkness is dizzying. I had no point of reference to tell me if I was standing straight or if I was about to plunge face first into the pavement. I felt sick. 
 
    'I can't see. . .' It was a pitiful objection. The tears that I couldn't cry were there. 
 
    Until then I had no understanding of just how important visuals were to my life, nor just how much I took them for granted. Where was the bridge? Left or right? Which way was the town? In the darkness it didn't feel like direction had a place. I tried to calm myself enough to listen for the sounds I knew I needed to orientate myself. The water of the Tyne. The music from the pub. The cars from the duel carriageway. A train pulling into the Central Station. Louder noises that might carry in the night. 
 
    A foghorn brayed forlornly, behind me and way off to the right. That way for the estuary then, I reasoned and tried to use that reasoning to build a reconstruction of the familiar geography around me on the black canvas in front of my brain. Even though the street corner was as familiar as any I had ever trodden, I was at a loss to supply enough of the small details I would have needed to walk it alone; kerb distances, litter that shouldn't have been there, slight curves, cracked paving stones. So many little things, but I had Matthew for eyes. I had to trust him. It's a rather black irony, but right at that moment I had nothing but blind faith to carry me home. I could only hope that blind faith in Matthew was as good as any seeing faith I might have placed elsewhere. 
 
    We walked painfully slowly. My reconstruction of the world according to Newcastle had us heading in the direction of Amen Corner. The entire process of placing one foot in front of the other suddenly complicated my system of guesswork. Matthew called out a quiet warning whenever the terrain altered subtly enough for me not to notice before it was too late to do anything about it. Still, I misjudged more steps than I judged. To anyone who saw me, I probably looked like a Gerry Anderson puppet, all elbows and knees and exaggerated angles. Personally, I think I coped. I didn't cope well, but I coped. 
 
    My perception of time changed as well, as distances become an intangible variable. Suddenly one hundred feet had to be translated into a precise number stumbling Thunderbird-style footsteps. How long did a series of these take? I had no idea. I walked and when Matthew said turn, I turned. Blind faith. 
 
    I could tell that we were moving down a gradual incline that steadily became not so gradual, which probably meant I was right and we were working our way towards some point on the Quayside. 
 
    The first thing I noticed though the first anomaly was the change in the quality of the air. It felt somehow different. Stagnant. Almost as soon as this understanding came to me I was struck by the changing sounds our footsteps made. They grew louder and paradoxically less solid. Pretty soon they had a sonar-type echo to them. Matthew had led me into a tunnel of some kind. 
 
    I tried to get a fix on where we might be. The only tunnels I'd ever heard of running beneath Newcastle were utilised by the Metro system, and none of them ran as far down as the Quayside, nor as deep. It was more than likely I had managed to turn myself around and I convinced myself that what I thought were Dog's Leap Stairs were somewhere to the north of the city and not Dog's Leap Stairs at all. 
 
    'Where are we?' 
 
    'Beneath the streets,' Matthew said enigmatically. He chose not to enlighten me further, even when I pushed. All he said was: 'You'll see.' I felt like screaming: How the hell will I see, I'm blind! It took a lot for me not to, but it wasn't Matthew's fault. It was part frustration, part fear. Without Matthew I would have been still lying dead in a gutter back up there somewhere, so I did everything I could not to take out on him all the bitterness I felt broiling up inside me. 
 
    I counted my footsteps to occupy my reeling mind. It worked to an extent. Twenty seven paces to the first deviation, a slight turn to the right. As far as I could tell, we were the only living things in these depths; I heard no obvious skitterings of rats and other less savoury underground dwellers. I did hear water, steadily dripping. With Matthew's help, I staggered ahead. Determination hitherto untouched, flared up from within me: I wasn't going to give in. My resolve was grim. 
 
    What tenants lived in this darkness, truly? 
 
    Behind the water, there were other sounds, not rats and skitterings, but there were sounds. It took me long seconds to discern what they were, and when I did I could not believe that I had them guessed right: whisperings, like ghosts in my personal blackness, come to haunt me into insanity. 
 
    I reached out to touch the coldness of the walls, and was surprised to feel more than a trace of warmth in the stone. I could think of nothing even remotely rational to account for the strange tingling sensation it sent coursing through my fingers, so I stopped thinking about it. It surprised me just how easily I banished the puzzling phenomenon from my thoughts, but then I had so many more pressing worries that maybe it wasn't surprising at all. 
 
     Even this quickly, without the benefit of eyes I was rapidly becoming alert to other sensory input. I could smell that I was underground. I don't think I could possibly begin to explain how I could distinguish outside air from the air I was breathing down here without having samples of the two for instant and easy comparison, but I could. I could taste the difference as well. It tasted like old air; air that had been caged up, hidden away. How old was it? I leapt on that train of thought, hungry for the labyrinth of distraction it promised. Could it be possible that the air I was breathing was older than I was? But if I thought of air that way, couldn't it equally be posited that the outside air was older than me? Or did photosynthesis and recycling count? Did the fact that the air out there had been through God knows how many sets of lungs and had oxygenated God knows how many blood streams effectively kill it off to make room for new air continuously being birthed by plants?Or was it a case of permanent rejuvenation? With that kind of thinking, was any of the air outside truly old, and even if it were old was it still unpolluted? Was that the reason behind the differing tastes, that the air inside hadn't been tainted by twentieth century chemicals? It made my head spin, but it did the trick. I lost myself for a while. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    Until the voices dragged me, kicking and screaming, back. 
 
    The speed with which they stopped being those childishly elegiac susurrations picked up and carried by the warm stones and became disembodied voices was frightening. 
 
    Indeed, that they became voices at all was truly terrifying. 
 
    It felt sudden, but had I been more attuned to my surroundings instead of theorising about thin air I might have picked up on it sooner; noticed the gradual transition that had to have taken place and not felt so disorientated by the sudden bombardment of yammering, ghostly conversations as they swamped me. I couldn't think of them as people, not then. It probably sounds pretty lame, but as long as I couldn't see whatever was behind the voices, I couldn't bring myself to believe there really was anything there, and right then, among them, they were nothing more hostile than figments of my deranged imagination. 
 
    Like that, they were easier to believe in. Madness was something I could accept. Something I could welcome even. 
 
    I felt hands pawing at me, spinning me around. Almost as soon as I started to turn I lost my balance and started to fall. The hands kept twisting me. I felt myself stagger forward, my arms flung out in front of me to protect my face. I lost all sense of place. I was in madness. I was living it. Still they kept sending me around, bouncing me from one anchor to another. Picking me up as I began to fall, sending me on my way like I was some spinning top. 
 
    I had no idea what was going on, but I couldn't believe I was in danger, not after everything Matthew had done to bring me this far, and I had died once, so what fear was there left for death to offer? I had no evidence to support my intuition, but I never doubted it. What they were doing went no further than acquainting their own blind bodies with my touch and feel. Getting to know me by drinking my body in by touch and smell, building a picture of me in their own minds. The spinning was no more than an expedient if bizarre greeting. 
 
    Despite its bizarre nature, I tried to force my body into relaxing and accept the greeting for what it was, but every tendon was strung so tightly it could have sliced through cheese. 
 
    'Matthew?' I called out, groping desperately at the thin air, trying to snag something solid. It was disconcerting, I felt their hands on me all of the time, pushing me on my way, but when panic had me reaching out blindly to stop me from falling I never once collided with one of them. Never so much as touched them. For that reason I couldn't stop thinking of them as ghosts and as long as they were ghosts I couldn't make my body relax. It was a vicious circle. 
 
    'I'm here,' Matthew answered without having to raise his voice above the slowly dwindling yammer. I heard him clearly, as though he were no more than a few feet away, which was odd. It felt as if I had span more like twenty or thirty feet, but I could easily have been spun back on myself more times than I realised. Either that or the acoustics of the tunnel could have been performing some pretty unnerving tricks to carry his simple 'I'm here,' above the closer hubbub that surrounded me. I took it as a comfort. Maybe he had followed me through the tide of hands so when my spinning came to an end he would be there to catch my fall. 
 
    Suddenly the hands weren't there anymore and I went sprawling. 
 
    He wasn't there. 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    Help him up, Matthew.' 
 
    The speaker's voice was like none I had ever heard. It was rough, gravelly yet strangely sexless. That wasn't what made it different, though. It cut through the other sounds effortlessly, commanding attention. But it had something else, some other quality that set it apart. In four words, redundant as they were with Matthew already helping me to my feet, it said: You imagine it, Declan, you imagine it and I am capable of doing it. 
 
    Even as stood, I imagined a whole series of horrible acts, some of them simple extrapolations of the last hour, others way beyond even those on the depravity scale, and I never doubted that capability, not once. I was in way over my head. I felt sick. 
 
    Matthew wrapped an arm around my waist to stop me from falling again. He helped me shuffle forward a few paces, leading me to the foot of a dais, a single step taking me up to the level of the speaker. My skin was crawling. His presence was physical enough to touch me; to wash over me. I felt its resonance, and despite all of the capabilities the voice hinted at, it was a balm. Matthew stopped so I stopped. Despite his supporting arm, I dropped to my knees, exhaustion dragging me down. I stayed that way for a long moment, head bowed, gathering myself. 
 
    I lifted my face defiantly, it didn't matter to me that I had no way of seeing what- or whoever it was I stared at. It was only important that my head came up, that I showed them all that I was bowed but not broken, that I stared. 
 
    I felt a cool hand rest on my forehead. This time there was a heavy sadness in the voice. 'Welcome home, son. It has been the longest time yet.' 
 
    I shook my head. 'I don't. . ?' I let it hang because I didn't. 
 
    'He doesn't know,' Matthew said for me. Ever reliable Matthew. 
 
    The fingers tightened slightly, not biting but enough to become uncomfortable. It was if, for the slightest flicker of a moment I had eyes once more, but they were eyes that looked back into the past, not out into the tunnel. Memories that began inside the last hour and fanned back into childhood came to mind as easily as if I had just lived them. I saw my life condensed. I saw myself crash my first car, take a tumble from a conker tree, roll a joint, break my knuckles punching a fat kid in the fourth year, kiss those first female lips, a girl called Rachel who I tasted and never spoke to, she loved wet grass, I remember that, being seduced by Vicky ten years my senior and very much into me. My life flashing before what should have been my eyes. 
 
    My immediate thought was: This is it. Now I really do die. 
 
    But I didn't. I felt the fingers tremble under the influence of tiny currents as my memories chased through them. Felt the jolts as turning points hammered out the way life might have been. I had no idea my mind had stashed away so much junk over the years, things I thought I hadn't bothered remembering because they weren't worth remembering. Snippets of conversations from the playground when Doddsy had me by the throat begging for mercy. And other places. When Sasha said all of the right things in the terrapin's cloakroom and I'd wished I had, when Johnny Clarke told me they had voted Elliot in as Captain of the football team after a recount and I was out in the cold, when my dad bollocked me for nicking a tenner out of his wallet to buy 'Black Hole' stickers, when old Mr. Saggs, my physics teacher, pinned me up against the wall and slapped me for walking out of the exam hall an hour early, my paper still half blank, me wishing there really was a black hole so I could leap into it. Things that differentiated between me, Declan Shea, and any of the many John Smiths. 
 
    Things that made me me. 
 
    The images tumbled out of my mind and into whatever void was sucking them up. They distorted as pretty bodies dissolved the memories of the real girls, as real hatred entered the bully's snarl, as I justified my own pathetic reactions. And then I was gone. All that was inherently me transferred through those questing fingers for another to absorb. The violation was akin to rape, or at least my understanding of rape and its residue. I felt dirty. I felt cheated. I felt violated. More emotions than I could comfortably number and name seethed beneath my skin. Dark, horrible and black. Feelings I hated to think of as originating inside me. The hand hadn't retreated, so the speaker was most likely being inundated by those as well. And if he was, well, there was some cold comfort to be drawn from that. 
 
    Then the hand was gone, the connection severed. My whole body sagged under the recoil of my identity snapping back into it. This time more hands than Matthew's kept me from collapsing. 
 
    There was no defiance left. I wanted to see where I was, to see who held me, and beg them to kill me if that was their intention. This time I could recall Aimee's face with perfect clarity, and even she was shaking her head. The gesture was painfully mocking, my subconscious driving the knife home. 
 
    'Why is it always this way?' 
 
    'Nature, Malachi.' Matthew said with surprising finality. I found it difficult to imagine such harsh words coming out of his gentle mouth. I had hardly known him five minutes and already I was categorising him as an angel. 
 
    'No.' I could imagine this Malachi shaking his head, refusing to believe much I as refused to believe. We shared something, at least. 'If it were nature's doing I could accept it. This is more. This is malice. This is hate. This is everything we should be standing against.' 
 
    'You're reading too much into it, old man. Violence is nothing new. Shea's alive, at least, and I'll live.' 
 
    'I don't doubt that, child,' Malachi threw Matthew's own inflection back at him. There was more going on here than the exchange of different philosophies. 'You have an uncanny habit of doing just that.' 
 
    'And long may it stay that way,' Matthew agreed, guilelessly changing the subject effortlessly back to business. 'Five of Crohak's beggars attacked Shea as he attempted to cross the water out of the city.' 
 
    'Five. . . Taking no chances, then. I should have anticipated something like this. I should have known. Did you recognise any of them?' 
 
    'Only Sephuentes and Drake. The others were probably foot soldiers. Expendable should things get nasty. Don't beat yourself over the head with it, Malachi. We're none of us psychic, now are we? Mistakes happen.' 
 
    Names for I assumed that was what they were rattled around inside my head, clattering and banging and making too much noise for me to think straight. Crohak, Sephuentes, Drake, even Malachi. . . 
 
    'We don't have room for mistakes. We nearly lost him. Where would we have been then? Answer me that.' 
 
    With them arguing, it was safe to assume neither of them was looking at me. I used trembling fingers to feel out the smoothness of the floor beneath me. Like the walls before, it was disconcertingly warm. Alive? I told myself to stop being stupid and concentrate on the job in hand. My covert explorations failed to reveal any cracks or protrusions that may have worked against what I had in mind. Every muscle tensed. I tilted my head, listening for breathing. 
 
    Malachi hadn't moved since he pillaged my mind. 
 
    Nervous sweat was coming out of the pores around my temples. 
 
    My mouth was sandpaper dry. 
 
    I was shaking as I set my palms firmly to the ground. 
 
    I turned my kneel into a crouch. 
 
    I tried to conjure an image of the old man as he might have appeared, standing in front of me. I kept it hazy on detail, needing only an outline. Once I had one fixed in my mind, I loosed an almighty shriek and pounced, arms wide, throwing myself at where he ought to be. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    It was like rugby tackling a lamppost. 
 
    My head and shoulders slammed into the old man's midriff. Instead of folding double, Malachi staggered back a step and I fell away, clutching at my suddenly splitting skull. 
 
    He laughed, not unkindly. 
 
    Curling into a foetal huddle I felt the soothing balm of his touch once again, moving slowly over the plane of my head. It came as no surprise that the pain died instantaneously. It came as relief. He touched the empty sockets where I should have had eyes. I lifted my head and felt his gentle kiss, first on the right, then the left. 
 
    'Cleanse them and then bind them,' he said to Matthew. I started to protest before I saw the practicality of the move. Infection was still real, no matter what else was not. I lay still, allowing Matthew to bathe my face with water before securing a bandanna-like bandage across my eye sockets. 
 
     I had so much I wanted to ask, and there were so many answers I didn't want to hear. 
 
    They helped me to sit. 
 
    'I made a fool of myself, didn't I?' I sounded dreadful, but all things considered I was prepared to forgive myself. 
 
    'Probably,' Matthew agreed. I sensed he was smiling. I wished that I could have shared the joke without being the brunt of it. 
 
    'Why don't you just kill me and get it over with.' 
 
    I felt the extra burden ofweight as someone straddled my legs. Images of the Tin Man with his razored thumbs opening up flaps of skin with a surgeon's precision leapt to mind. I tried to tell myself death held no more fears. I knew I was lying. 
 
    'If that is what you want. . ?' Matthew said flatly. 
 
    I didn't have to think about my answer, the words were already on my lips: 
 
    'No, it's not what I want.' 
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    And that was the breakthrough. Death wasn't what I wanted, not at all. I wanted a long life. I wanted new summers and to fall in love with Aimee all over again. I wanted to watch the leaves sere and fall from the trees. I wanted to listen to the radio and to build snowmen with children I hadn't had yet. I wanted to turn the clock back eight days and not get out of bed that Friday morning, not jam at the Jazz Club and not play cards into Saturday. 
 
    I wanted time. 
 
    I couldn't have all of those things, I understood that well enough, but I could have some small part of them. 
 
    I could have time, what I chose to do with it was my choice. 
 
    'I want to live. More than anything I've ever wanted in my life, I want to live.' 
 
    'Welcome home, brother.' 
 
   
  
 



Just Who Is The Five O'clock Hero? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Matthew laid his hand on mine. 
 
    'Aimee is well, brother.' 
 
    'You saw her?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'Where?' 
 
    'I walked with her to the bridge. She showed me where you fell. She showed me your blood on the pavement.' 
 
    'Did you tell her that I was all right?' 
 
    He drew back his hand: 
 
    'I told her that you were dead. It is best she thinks so. I am sorry.' 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    We argued round in circles. I lost my temper. I'm not proud of some of the things I said, nor the language I used, but no matter how I looked at it, it seemed that what I wanted counted for nothing to these people. 
 
    I threw punches at Matthew when he tried to calm me – some connected, some didn't. Matthew didn't object. He didn't hit back either. He just held me, taking the punches as they came, and kept repeating: 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    I had no reason think that he wasn't, certainly there was enough anguish in his voice to suggest that his news hurt him almost as much as it did me. 
 
    But almost wasn't good enough. 
 
    I wanted him to hurt. I wanted him to suffer the same kind of loss I was suffering. It didn't occur to me that he had suffered his own losses, or that I had heard his story once before. I needed to see him hurt so I struggled against his embrace and threw my fists hoping that each time I connected I hurt him. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    Malachi forced us apart bodily, but unlike Matthew he wasn't prepared to take my swinging fists without some form of resistance. The first time I landed a punch he back-handed me a stinging blow across the face, and as a lesson he didn't take away the pain. 
 
    'Stop acting like a fool and think, Declan.' Malachi's tone wasn't unreasonable, but like his fist it was unbending. 'Why would Matthew lie to you? What has he got to gain from telling Aimee that you are dead?' I didn't know. I had no idea, but he had to have some reason for trying to ruin my life. Something they wanted me for down here? 'It is not about your good,' he continued, drumming it into me. 'It's about Aimee's. Stop being selfish and start thinking about her for a moment. Think about what she has been through and when you have calmed down and grown up enough to start thinking rationally instead of with your fists, we'll talk. All right?' 
 
    It wasn't all right, but how could I argue when I needed answers? 'Talk to me now, don't evade the issue by making me into some kind of insufferable martyr. Whatever you've got to say for yourself, I think I've earned the right to hear, don't you?' 
 
    'Even if I thought you had it wouldn't matter. This is not about what I think any more than it is about what you think. It is beyond you and I.' 
 
    More fucking riddles! 
 
    'I'm sorry you feel that way, as I said. Calm down and we will talk.' 
 
    With that he left me wondering if he had truly plucked the words out of my head or if whether he was an astute guesser. 
 
    'Matthew?' I asked the darkness uncertainly, earning no answer. So I was alone. Did they expect me to wander? To attempt some form of escape? Odd that I was thinking in terms of escape from the den of my rescuers. . . Or did they expect me to sit still in silence and wait for their indulgence. They could go fuck themselves if they thought I was going to go crawling to them on my hands and knees. 
 
    Very deliberately, I edged my way across to the solidity of the wall. I sat with my back braced against the warm stone manipulating baroque arpeggios around twelve bar blues without letting any of the sounds out of my head. I knew I was chasing after windmills looking for that flawless bridge, but in a way that made the exercise all the more fulfilling… like trying to finger-paint the world on a blueglass pebble or recite pi to the nth degree whilst calculating the square root of zero. Impossible tasks make good conundrums and good conundrums make even better distractions. 
 
    I hadn't realised how desperately I needed a cigarette until then. I reached into my pocket for the old tin. Even blind, rolling a smoke was like second nature, my fingers moving from habit rather than directive. I lit up and savoured the drag. I knew my hands were shaking but right then I was in a world wholly inhabited by that roll-up and me, where there were no monsters, no bad guys, no heartache and no explanations. 
 
    The music didn't stop me from thinking about Aimee. It didn't stop me from wondering. Suddenly, through one line, one lie, I was on the outside of her life. There wasn't a place for me anymore. No comfortable 'S' of warmth to curl around in bed. No hand to hold or arm to link. No smile to look forward to. Nothing to make me feel good about myself. 
 
    There was pity in my thinking, plenty of self-pity, but as Malachi said, I had to think about someone other than myself for once, and I was. Aimee was more than just a shape to curl around or an arm to link. She was my life, my faith in all of the good things life is supposed to hold. She was my reason. Even when life as a muso was all I could think about, and the notion of groupies knocking down the stage door to get their paws on a humble pianist seemed like an amusing fantasy, she was my reason. I know it's corny, but she made me feel that maybe I was somebody special, made me think that maybe I did have something to offer. When she was around I felt lucky, I knew people looked at us, and I knew people saw past her ‘rebel without a clue’ image, and I knew the one simple thing that set us apart – watcher and watched. She noticed me. Maybe it wasn't incandescent, and maybe I didn't burn like an all-consuming fire, but when we met she noticed me. That, and only that, set us apart. Aimee looked and saw something that even I didn't know was there. 
 
    And now, well, things were so very different. 
 
    I felt some of the children settle next to me, and suddenly the world wasn't just that cigarette and me. None of them spoke though, for which I was grateful. I don't think I was in any kind of shape to engage in dialogue. Like I said, there was plenty of self-pity building up inside me, too. I set it against the music; always the music. Without it I honestly think I would have gone mad a long time ago. 
 
    When Malachi finally broke the discordant series of notes cycling inside my head it seemed like I had won some small victory. I didn't feel any satisfaction, though. 
 
    'Are you ready to listen?' 
 
    The subtle change from talk to listen didn't go unnoticed but I let it pass, nodding. 'Yes.' 
 
    'Good. Let me help you stand. I have brought a staff for you to lean on. We can walk as we talk. There is much you need to see.' 
 
    'I'm blind,' I said, my voice laced with bitterness. It seemed like the thousandth time I had voiced this glaringly obvious flaw in my physiognomy. Did no one here listen? 
 
    'You are,' Malachi agreed. 
 
    'Then why do you keep insisting that there are things I need to see?' 
 
    'Because, Declan, there are things you need to see.' 
 
    'But I'm blind. I can't see.' 
 
    'No. You're blind but if you wanted to you could see. Faith and medicine are very different things.' 
 
    I gave up. Blind was blind was blind to me. 
 
    'Whatever you say, Sancho.' 
 
    I curled my fingers around the stave Malachi pressed into my hand and gradually leant more of my weight onto it, testing its tolerance. It didn't feel like any wood I knew. It felt more like stone, which was possible, if not likely, given our whereabouts. It was as stout as stone. 
 
    'Tell him, tell him.' I heard the children whisper. They used the words like a taunt. The strange acoustics made it impossible to tell which of us they were taunting. 
 
    Malachi said nothing. He started to walk away. I very nearly called out for him to wait, but I didn't. I didn't need the old man to support me, nor to guide me. So what if I walked into a wall? I wounded my pride and dented my nose, no big deal. No, I would follow Malachi and show him I was still my own man as I did so. 
 
    I didn't hurry. The blackness was as dizzying as before, my movements every bit as jerky, but I welcomed every misstep, and every misstep where no hands materialised to catch my fall was another small piece of my independence won back. Malachi knew very well what he was doing, even if I did not. 
 
    As ever, I heard no other footsteps. I presumed the children had read Malachi's mood and knew enough to stay away. 
 
    'Well met, my son.' Malachi greeted my approach warmly enough, but it wasn't wholly my imagination that laced his tone with the merest edge of disappointment. 
 
    'Who are you?' I asked bluntly. He had promised straight talk and answers, and I wanted to test just how good his word was. He could have said anything, but I didn't think he would lie. Lying, as far as I could see, served neither one of us. So if he answered, there was every chance that what he said would be the truth. 
 
    'You know my name,' Malachi said shortly. 
 
    'Okay. I'll accept that. Not a great question. What are you?' 
 
    'A man, like yourself in many ways. Unlike you in so many more.' 
 
    'Okay. Okay. I take your point, I'm asking some pretty dumb questions. You said talk. I'll stop asking questions. You tell me what you want to tell me. I'll listen.' 
 
    The silence lasted two, three, four heartbeats before Malachi broke it with the strangest question I have ever heard: 
 
    'Do you remember what it feels like to be betrayed?' 
 
    Did I remember? Had I ever truly been betrayed? I could think of instances as a boy when things had been said and other things done, but the feeling of being betrayed was a strong sentiment and not just unfulfilled promises. I thought of the heroes I had worshipped at school: John Belushi, Frank Zappa, Klaus Kinski and Peter Cushing, all of them dead now. Did that count as betrayal, being let down by people I had immortalised? I shook my head. I didn't think it did. 'No.' 
 
    'Perhaps that is best. Betrayal hurts. It is worse than a knife in the stomach. A knife in the stomach burns like a fire for seconds but then it dwindles. Our body forgets what that sort of pain is. Our body forgets blood because it is blood. Betrayal scars the spirit. It mars the perfection. It never goes away and because of that it is the hardest thing to forgive. 
 
    'That is why I ask your forgiveness now, before I explain what betrayal it is I am seeking forgiveness for. Because once I have told you my story I doubt very much whether you will feel forgiving. 
 
    'Can you forgive me?' 
 
    The old man had the most infuriating habit of talking in circles. He stubbornly refused to make my understanding an easy process. Asking me to forgive an act I had no idea about, done to me or just as easily someone else, by him or again someone else. . . I wanted to put the brakes on the conversation before I lost my place completely. It would have been easy to just say: 'Yes, I forgive you.' But I was adamant I wasn't going to take the easy path just for the sake of it. I wanted more than that. I wanted understanding. I wanted to know. 
 
    'How can I forgive what I don't know?' I asked, holding my hands out. I was shaking. Was he going to clam up because I had held back? Or worse, was he already turning to abandon me to my own private Hell? 
 
    'I understand, son.' Malachi said, his inflections void of any emotion. I felt him take my hands and raise them to his face. 'Now you know me.' 
 
    Saying nothing, I let my fingers flow over the contours of his face. There was no facial hair, no stubble. His skin was rough, in a way very similar to chalk, pitted and scarred by time and worse. A gash in the otherwise featureless plane of his jawline curved round and up towards his eyes. I felt out the softness of his cheeks, followed the gash as it cut into his eyeline. My touch grew gentle, anticipating eyes but finding only bandages. I probed slightly more forcefully, trying to discern if there was some mockery in his garb, but no, like me Malachi had suffered at the hands of someone's blade. It was a disconcerting discovery, but I don't know if I was surprised. 
 
    'Your eyes?' I said reverently, not relinquishing my touch on the intricately textured map of the old man's face. 
 
    'My eyes,' he agreed. 
 
    'I'm sorry.' 
 
    'Don't be. I see all I need to see. As I said before, we are the same in many ways, you and I, but we are dissimilar in many more.' He made it difficult to feel any sort of empathy build between us despite his claims of kinship. 'I am going to make you an offer, but think long and think hard before you commit yourself to accepting it. It has its own pain, very different to the one you are feeling now, but no less acute. It will tear you apart at times every bit as much as your blindness does now, but you shall see. I offer your sight, though regrettably I cannot offer your eyes, and I ask for nothing. It is my debt to be repaid.' 
 
    What was I supposed to think? Malachi was offering the impossible, but no matter how ardently I tried not to think about what it would mean to have my eyes no, not my eyes, my sight back, hope was there (like the cannwyll gorff, the Holy Grail, Eldorado or the Mother of All Imaginary Windmills,) elusive, intangible and almost totally fictitious. But it was there. 
 
    Something nagged. What made Malachi think my sight was his to give or withhold? And what could possibly be so bad that he required my forgiveness before he would tell me the act? 
 
    Still, if it were truly his to give, how could I refuse forgiveness, no matter how heinous the crime? It was my sight, the difference between a world of darkness and one of light. 
 
    I opened my mouth to forgive, but instead I heard myself saying: 'Tell me. If I can't forgive you after your confession I don't see how I can forgive you before, either. I can live without sight if it is dependent on soothing your conscience.' 
 
    'You misunderstand me, son. Sight is yours, if you desire it, but you must want it. Do you?' 
 
    I couldn't bring myself to say that I did, though we both knew the truth. 
 
    'It is no shame to say it,' he reassured me. 
 
    I nodded, then kicked myself mentally. The old man had to be as blind as I was, so what good was a little head jiggle? 'Yes,' I said softly. 'I want to see.' 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    Malachi wasn't lying when he promised it would hurt. 
 
    If nothing else, the last twenty four hours had taught me to appreciate the not-so finer points of pain as opposed to the odd cut or bruise. 
 
    'I can't take the pain away,' Malachi apologised weakly. I clutched at my temples, trying to drive him out of my head. I didn't want the old man reading my thoughts again. 
 
    Colours detonated inside my brain, yellows, whites and blues in a cascade of flaring brightness. 
 
    I was profoundly grateful that I couldn't see. 
 
    He led me on. I could hear new sounds, strange and out of place noises, slowly coalescing in the air around me. I was uncomfortably cold and I was scared. Part of me hated the rest of me for letting a crazy old man build my hopes up so easily. That rational percentage that no matter the evidence it had been confronted with refused to be dissuaded from its unshakeable faith in the banal. It thanked God for my lack of imagination because it was clinically certain I was about to take a fall. 
 
    I could hear dogs. It took me a moment, but when I got the idea in my head that I was hearing dogs I could have been listening to anything. I was hearing dogs. They weren't throwing themselves bodily against their confines. They were snuffling, either scared or weak, or perhaps both. Something in their whimperings made me see cages and barricades. 
 
    Already I could feel a budding kindred, an empathy to use my earlier words, with these caged animals that I couldn't summon for Malachi. It was impossible to think of him in the same easy terms as the dogs, or even as myself, pigeonholing him as a victim. He had his hurts, but he wasn't a victim… not that one. 
 
    We were similar, yes, but his insistence on our differences made me wonder if we weren't polarities; flipsides of the same coin, victim and victimiser. I had nothing to go on and I was most probably way off base, but once I started thinking that way. . . 
 
    I didn't want to think those kinds of thoughts – not when every indication I had suggested that my companion could pluck them right out of my head – but I thought them. Every damned one of them. 
 
    I knew people bred dogs for fighting; my mental jigsaw composite of them painted dull faces and viscous bastards that cashed in because other viscous bastards wanted to see blood and would pay any price to stand pit-side to witness the mauling of a Rottwieler and a Staffordshire Bull Terrier. Our approach didn't stimulate that kind of frenzy. Underground den or no, these weren't fighting dogs. 
 
    'Unwanted pets,' Malachi supplied. 'Mongrels, pedigrees. Homeless like the rest of us. We feed them, so they come back. I want you to kneel down and hold your hands out.' 
 
    I didn't question him. I knelt, holding out my hands. I had an inkling of what was to come, but only that. In a minute, less, I felt muzzles nuzzling at my fingers, emaciated ribcages brushing up against my side. A dry tongue laved at my face, causing me to pull back. I had no idea just how many dogs were vying for my attention. I didn't want to know. This underside to the reality I was comfortable with made my skin crawl. Everything I had taken for granted. . . 
 
    'Pick one,' Malachi stole into my reverie, pressing something into my hands. I shifted it to one hand while I felt out an animal at random, running my fingers through the down of its coat. 
 
    'This one,' I said, my inkling burned out already. 
 
    'Use the knife. Take an eye. He doesn't mind or he wouldn't have offered it. He wouldn't have approached you unless he wanted to share his sight with you.' 
 
    I let the knife slip through my limp fingers. I couldn't do it. What he proposed was monstrous. It went beyond my sickest imaginings. 
 
    I tried to convince myself blindness was preferable, but it wasn't. Blind runners inside my brain raced off at tangents trying to obviate my guilt. One came back with the assurance that if Malachi could dull my pain surely he could overcome anything the dog might feel? I grasped at it. Clutched it to my heart. Held it up and paraded it before my Mind's Eye. 
 
    'It won't feel the blade,' Malachi said, pressing the knife back into my trembling hand. I closed my fingers around it before I dropped it again. 'Pain is not reason enough to refuse such a precious gift.' 
 
    The dog nuzzled closer. 
 
    'Forgive me,' I whispered into its ear, bringing the knife to bear. I was by no means deft. The knifeblade sliced into the soft flesh of the dog's jowls before it hooked up and cut out the sac beneath the eye. The dog stiffened under my hands, letting loose a yelping whine that was utterly sickening. I held back, unable to push the knife further and finish my theft. The thought of digging through the strings of muscle attaching the eye to cut the nerve and sever those ties turned my stomach. I couldn't do it. 
 
    'Finish it, Declan. You can't leave it like this. It won't help either of you. You haven't got a choice. Finish it.' 
 
    Self-loathing, guilt, disgust… they were all there as I pushed the knife. The only way to do it was quickly. I didn't like myself very much, but I did it because I had to. He was right in that respect; I didn't have a choice. This time though, the dog didn't flinch. I scooped the unhomed eye into my sweating palm, trying to think about anything other than what I was doing with my hands. It's one of those quirks about the way my mind works, but as soon as I tell myself not to think about something my mind runs off at a hundred tangents that all lead back to whatever it is I'm not supposed to be thinking about. In this instance, an almost truism from my school days bubbled to the surface, sweating palms being either impossible or a sign of incipient madness. . . One or the other. Sweating palms triggered mental images of just why they were sweating, and I was back, full circle and shaking. 
 
    The eye felt uncomfortably like a nugget of not-quite-set jelly; only it wasn't cold. It was warm and its warmth made it feel horribly alive. Alive meant it was still attached in some way I couldn't imagine to the quiet dog. Not wanting to hold it any longer than I absolutely had to, I held my hand out hoping Malachi would take it. He did. 
 
    He told me to do it again, pick another dog and ply my evil trade with his knife; a second sick transplant. I didn't want to, and I told him. I didn't think I was capable, and I told him. But I did it anyway. I picked another animal, stole another eye. 
 
    I won't waste time defending myself or lying to try and make my actions sound humane. I have already said why I did it. Roles reversed, I don't think I would have been able to accept something like this, not without having lived through a similar situation. I felt more hate, more revulsion, more self-loathing than at any time either before or after. My actions sickened me, but I couldn't stop them; I know how weak that sounds, but sometimes, stripped down to the bone, the truth isn't so strong. What I did was abhorrent, worse than any kind of theft, but my actions were always my actions and I am big enough to own them now without asking for absolution. I used the knife because Malachi claimed it was a road the only road that led to sight. I was scared. I was trapped in a darkness where all of my own personal monsters were free to hunt me, in a darkness where they couldn't die and I was doomed. More than anything, I wanted to see again. I was desperate to take on board the landscape around me, to escape from the darkness. In here, in the darkness I was trapped inside my own head. There was nowhere I could run to. The bad things were real. The monsters more than just shadows behind my eyes. I was in their place. I wanted to see the world and its colour, its light and its shapes, once more. I wanted to see faces and people. Escape the monsters. Feel the safety the colours offered. 
 
    All of the things blindness denied me, I wanted. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    Maybe you can understand now why I was so grateful to be blind for a few moments longer. 
 
    I didn't want to see because I didn't want to be responsible. 
 
    It is the quality of darkness I will remember longest, and that is my Hell. 
 
    It felt as though the old man was rooting around inside my skull with thick-ended tweezers. No gentle probing. He used the windows into my brain vacated by the Tin Man's thumbs, his clumsy fingers drawing the lengths of optic nerve out through the ragged muscle. Feeding the nerve ends out until they stood proud, like bloody stalks peering out of the empty sockets. 
 
    Colours exploded in a grand display of fireworks, only to be muted as another mandlebrotset of light burst across the blackness of my inner eye. There was no real light, not yet. And it hurt! 
 
    'I can't take away the pain,' he apologised again. I didn't care. I wanted it to hurt. I wanted my healing to cost me dearly. If it killed me, well so much the better. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    No matter how much I might have wished it otherwise, I didn't die. I felt a barrage of sensations that might better have been termed assaults. Inside my head the pain seemed so much more real, so much more intense and unbearable. I held the image of the world as it was when last I saw it, and each time Malachi's fingers undid some knot of muscle, between screams, I prayed to God it was worth the agony. 
 
    It was. Believe me, it was. 
 
    At first I didn't understand what was happening to me. There was no sudden explosion of true colour, like a television set being reconnected after the loss of its signal. There weren't any bands of interference to melt back on the real picture. 
 
    It was a flash; a subliminal message that invaded my brain with a nano-second's worth of data compiled on my physical surroundings, so fleeting that it failed to register. 
 
    It left an impression though, rather like those experimental advertisements where the Coca Cola can flashes onto the screen for just long enough for the viewer to register the fact that he really wants a drink. 
 
    I had my first flash of the seeing world, but that glimpse wasn't enough to dissuade me that I was thirsty for more of the same: it only served to persuade me that no lengths were too extreme. Sight was sight, the most necessary of all my senses. 
 
    When it came again it was a snippet, a black hole sucking at the void that had been nothingness; the blackness leeched out and silvery half-tones bled in, making the world once more. Half-tones and lies. 
 
    'Do it,' I hissed, urging him on despite the constant pain. It had to be worth it. 
 
    Malachi's voice was a soothing buoy floating amid the sea of pains, barely enough at times to keep me from going under beneath the tidal flow of wicked sensations. He worked quickly, and though his fingers were far from deft they coped easily enough with the intricacies. The flashes of sight increased in regularity and duration, steadying out into a kind of rickety vision. 
 
    'Yes. . . yes. . . yes!' I fairly screamed. 
 
    It was like a cartoon thumb-flick book, the real world jerking into and out of sight in a series of erratic, strobing pulses. It took a moment to register that they were always colourless flashes, I was too stunned by the fact that I was seeing once more to think about what it might mean that I was seeing the world through a dog's eyes, too excited to consider what differences there might be in perspective and colouring. It didn't matter. None of it mattered. I was seeing! 
 
    Malachi leaning over me was the first thing I saw. I reached out to touch his face, needing to reassure myself that what I was seeing really was there. His face felt as solid as it had when I was blind. 
 
    In his face, there was so much to see… so much to learn about the experiences of the man – life mirrored in every line, experiences encrypted in code. Every act of kindness and every act of spite made its mark, etched a fresh line in the script of the old man's life, and I was right in surmising that Malachi was an old man. His skin was shrivelled and leathery, pitted and scarred with the marked seams of too much experience and little of it good. The bones beneath were sharp, visible through the pale, translucent skin like the constructions of an expert model maker before paint has been applied to the latex. His hair was white where the few swatches still clung determinedly to their roots in his scalp. The gash I had felt out cut a path from mouth to eye, a too-big smile running easily in that direction. Malachi looked painfully frail in his grubby white smock. A swath of rag had been ripped from the hem and wound around his temples to shield his eyes, and his feet were bare. 
 
    I wondered what I looked like, dogs eyes set into my skull. Did I look like some abomination? Some surgical creation? I would have to wear glasses when I was outside, if I ever went outside again. 
 
    I tried to look past him, saw the dogs and the walls. My brain refused to admit what it saw in those warm stones, blaming the inconsistencies on the untrustworthiness of my fledgling sight, but even then I sensed it was lying to me. I looked away, eyes drawn to the two dogs hovering worriedly behind Malachi. The two dogs I had chosen blindly. The two dogs. . . 
 
    I couldn't stand to look at them after I saw the mess I had made of their faces. 
 
    Equally, I couldn't cry for them, nor for myself. The Tin Man had made sure of that with his implanted blades. 
 
    Too soon, it hurt to see. I shielded my eyes, scared to close them in case the miracle was snatched back, scared to keep them open because of the black and white world they were evidencing. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    Tell him,' one of the children hissed again, only it wasn't a child, not really. 
 
    My hand closed into a fist around the stone staff. I think I thought that I was mad, but I don't know whether that was my first thought. Whatever, it was stillborn. I do know enough psychology to get my head around one of the more simple tenets, however; madness is incipient. In identifying something as internal as my own downward spiral wasn't I also defying it? But if it wasn't madness, and my eyes were good enough to tell me the truth, then the children. . . the children were. . . 
 
    Trapped in the stone. 
 
    I don't mean that they were unmoving prisoners; it was worse, much, much worse. They were of the stone. Made up of the fragments and fissures, as alive as the stone itself was alive, embodied in the walls of the tunnel. As I watched, one pushed out a hand to me. I recoiled from the gesture, unthinking. These same hands had held me up, spun me around to learn who I was, comforted me as I thought of Aimee. The hand came out of the rock almost as if it were pushing through the thinnest veil of cellophane, the fingers and thumb the only points of contact pushing out through the stone. Stretching it until it should have ripped. 
 
    It looked like a hand. 
 
    The arm that followed it looked like an arm. 
 
    The stone offered no resistance. 
 
    Faces pressed out of the wall, the stone stretching hellishly over the brows and cheeks of children. When the mouths opened to call again, 'Tell him, tell him,' the skin of the stone didn't split or rupture in any way I could see, but still the words came out clear and crisp. 
 
    I knew I was shaking, and I knew it was impossible. 
 
    I had no way of telling whether they had eyes. Like the mouth, the skin of stone stretched across cavities bridging forehead and cheek, making a flat plane of the face. They could see me though, I had no doubt about that. They could see me. 
 
    'What. . . what are they?' I stammered, terrified because I knew what they were, deep down and with cold certainty, I knew what they were. 
 
    'Everything they appear to be. Children. Abandoned. Lost. Hurt. They come here, like the dogs, because they are drawn to us. They feel our pain because they share it in some small way. All of them have been hurt in more ways than should ever happen. They have lost their innocence and all that makes them children, and because of that they are welcome here.' He turned away from me. 'I know them all, even the new faces when they come. They are my children.' 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting to believe because some part of me knew it was the ugliest truth about my city and all of the others like it, and I hated the idea of being a party to its sickness. 
 
    'Are they ghosts?' I asked, stupidly, waving my flag again. 
 
    'Not ghosts,' Malachi smiled indulgently. 'Think of them as reconstructions of the spirit if that makes it easier, emotions unable to let go. They aren't all young, but they appear as children because it is the childhood that dies even when the bodies do not. It is childhood that bears the brunt of society's cruelty. It is childhood that suffers, that bleeds. You could talk to a man but you would see a boy because it is that essence the man retreats to when the world comes down. It is the little boy that shelters in the black room in the middle of the mind and shuts out the rest of the world. It is that part that dies, and yet it is that part that refuses to die.' 
 
    I wanted to say he was wrong, but I thought of my own childhood and how little of it I remembered now, and I couldn't say he was wrong at all. I could touch a few memories, but I couldn't feel them anymore than I could re-live them. As memories, they were dead, parcelled up neatly and locked away in a room labelled 'Too Young To Know Better'. I didn't have a key for that archive. Every now and then part of the child would sneak out to taste my life with that enthusiasm that had made growing up so much fun, but the adult inside me would track him down, drag him back to the room and lock him in the darkness, doubly alert now to any attempted escapes. Every new day it became that little bit more difficult to look at life with that same cock-eyed innocence I once had. 
 
    Malachi could see how much the faces disturbed me. I wanted to talk about betrayal, to carry our earlier conversation to its natural conclusion, but even with my new eyes all I could see were visions, hallucinations, really, of the most intense cruelty. Children in pain, being beaten, being abused, abusing themselves. I couldn't talk. I didn't have words enough to touch my feelings, so I made silence my retreat, understanding a little bit more of the story etched so heavily into Malachi's face. 
 
    I saw now why the old man had called sight a double-edged gift. 'Are they real?' 
 
    'As real as you are now,' Malachi said, softly enough for me to gloss over the inference. I heard it, but I wasn't prepared to think about it so I locked it away in another dark room inside my head, this one labelled, 'Do Not Open Until Christmas'. 
 
    'Do you mind?' I asked, shaking my old tobacco tin. He didn't answer either way, so I took it as an 'I don't mind' silence and started to roll myself another smoke. 'These things'll be the death of me,' I joked lamely, lighting up. Sometimes I think I'm allergic to silence. I drew deeply, and exhaled a dubious looking smoke ring and a contented smile. 'So when do I get out of here and back into the real world?' The smoke ring dissipated in the air between us, my smile following suite as I registered Malachi's frown. 
 
    'Tell him, tell him,' goaded one of the children again. I didn't look its way. 
 
    'Yes, yes,' Malachi muttered, irritably. 'In my own time. It is not to be rushed. Now give me time.' 
 
    'Tell him, tell him,' the chorus was taken up by more impatient voices. 
 
    I felt sorry for the old man, but I won't pretend I wasn't a little disturbed by his reticence. In my limited experience, people don't tend to shy away from giving good news. The kick in the teeth was so blatantly telegraphed that I knew it was coming well before it arrived. 
 
   
  
 



Eight 
 
      
 
    Malachi kept his silence as we walked. 
 
    His chosen path took us on a guided tour of decay. After his reaction to my question, I was surprised our slow walk took us out into the open air. 
 
    I lifted my face to the sky, breathing deeply, tasting the air and thinking how fine it was to be alive. It was raining. A fine, gauzy drizzle that stung where it ran into the wounds around my new eyes. I blinked but didn't wipe them. 
 
    We emerged from the hill beyond Dog's Leap Stairs coming through a vault-like door set into the concrete that was seamlessly set into an illusion, so I hadn't been wrong in guessing Matthew's route. I descended the one hundred and forty steps with markedly more care than I might have a day earlier while Malachi shuffled ever downward without so much as a second glance, familiarity taking him beyond the need for sight. At the bottom of the stairs I turned to look back up the way we had come. For anyone looking up from The Side the entrance to the underground looked like part of the railway bridge it was set into. There was no indication that there even was a door, let alone what it led into. 
 
    It was late. I had no idea what the time might have been, but there were no people and no cars. 
 
    Malachi steered me toward an old redbrick office block on the corner of Lower Dene Street that had been empty for as long as I had lived in the city, and then on to a department store on Grainger Street that had closed down when I was seven. The stone facade was dirty and crumbling, filthy black where the grime of the exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke and acid rain had combined to kill its original beauty. Metal grilles were inset into each window, giving the old store the bleak majesty of a mausoleum. Letters still said WENGERS, but streaks of pigeon shit layered over and above the filthy black made them all but illegible to onlookers who didn't know that was what they said. I had never been inside, but my father had bought his first suite there and my grandfather had bought his first pair of football boots there, back in the days when the football boots came up over the ankles and the shorts down over the knees, so I felt a strange kind of attachment, loyalty, to the empty store. I remember making my parents smile by telling them I wanted to buy my first piano there. It had closed long before I had enough money, of course. I ended up buying a second-hand Bechstein baby grand from a shop in the new precinct – not quite as romantic, but the truth seldom is. It's still in the attic bedroom back at the flat, though I don't tinker about on it half as much as I used to. 
 
    That brought me to remembering my family, something I have kind of avoided over the years. Not for any bad reason, or any good one, I suppose. Grandfather used to worship jazz. He made pilgrimages to the Bag O' Nails in the 30's when the No. 1 Rhythm Club used to meet there, and to Café de Paris before Ken 'Snake Hips' Johnson was killed in the bomb blast of '41. He saw Art Tatum play at Ciros, Cyril Blake at Jig's Club and Gerry Moore at the 100 Club. But he never saw me play, and that makes me sad. Dad has seen me play a couple of times, but he hates jazz. He sits there stiffly looking like he'd rather be anywhere else while he nurses a whisky and ice. It's not the same. 
 
    From the deserted store Malachi led me through a series of circuitous streets, beneath yet another railway bridge, and then up Arthurs Hill. Our footsteps echoed eerily, the effect made possible by the absence of all other sounds. Behind the wall of new flats an imposing old grammar school building lay shrouded in more of that filthy blackness I was beginning to associate with disuse. The old school must have been quite something in its day, bustling with bodies and smiles and the raucous bravado of boys as yet untouched by the harsh reality of redbrick life. 
 
    It looked all the more disheartening for the rain. 
 
    Some of the windows had been bricked up, which dated the schoolhouse. There was no way of guessing how long it had been empty. It felt strange. Wrong. Haunted. Places like this shouldn't be left to die all alone, they should be torn down and replaced by something new and useful, where life can be pumped back into the vacant space. 
 
    Creepers and weeds choked up the steps, tendrils rooting into the mortar with such alarming regularity I was left wondering if the weeds were ever to die should the old building fall. Gutters made inconsequential waterfalls that spilled from the eaves of the roof, slicks glossing down the tar-black tiles, the closest nature came to perpetual motion, trickling water out over the begrimed stone walls. Puddles amassed in the shadows beneath. 
 
    I smelled the freshness of the dew on the grass; it was just one of a lot of things that made me realise just how good it felt to be alive. I remember reading a western novel about a gunslinger. One line always stuck with me. Facing down the end, the gunslinger just shrugs and says: 'Today is as good a day as any to die.' I was experiencing a similar emotion, only in reverse. Today was a good day to be alive. 
 
    That set me to thinking about my old school with its prefabricated walls and air-duct heating. How much longer would that monument stand? Five years, ten? I doubted very much it could survive longer. That type of construction harboured its own built in obsolescence. And what would take its place? Another school? An office block? A factory? 
 
    From the school we walked back towards the centre. The sun was starting to rise, but the rain showed no sign of abating. I didn't want it to. I liked it. It made me remember I was alive. For every ounce of discomfort it provided a pound of reassurance. We saw a housing estate on Rye Hill where flats and maisonettes were boarded up and dilapidated, layers of inventive and obscene graffiti overlaid by deadbolts and fireguards. Several boards showed the tell-tale charrings of localised fires. It was a fairly common phenomenon, kids high on solvents or something stronger, breaking and entering, arson on their floating minds. The entire estate was a dead-end. A place to be shunned. 
 
    We didn't stay long. The next landmark was the burnt out husk of the old Victorian arcade just down from Castle Leazes. Like the school, this emptiness felt wrong, but here the roof timbers were burnt and clinging to each other like frail fingers in a coffin embrace. The tiles had melted down, the sky visible through the joists. A pub sign still hung from the wall, one side charred into illegibility, the other barely readable with its picture of a stern Jewish Mother. 
 
    Amid the rubble, skips were full of the detritus of the arcade. Trace memories of the fire still clung to the frame; I could smell them on the wind. 
 
    'Why?' I asked, fed up with waiting for Malachi to explain. The old man's self-absorbed silence was starting to annoy me. 
 
    He held up his right hand and tilted it into the light so I could see whatever it was he wanted me to see. That was his answer. The light didn't help. For my eyes the streets were still places of no colour; the ruined arcade might have been a photograph from the 1920s, the gaslight snuffed. Light, I realised, or lack of light, made no discernible difference. My vision in the tunnels beneath the city was as sharp and clear as it was in the after midnight dark and the rising dawn. In daylight, I reasoned, it would be somewhat less than it had been before the Tin Man, but in darkness it had already proved itself by far and away superior. 
 
    I remembered, very vaguely, a wet Tuesday morning spent listening to a biology teacher talking about rods and cones and the human eye, about how they reacted differently for day and night vision. In there one small answer lay, I had no doubt, but it was locked away as unremembered, and I doubted very much whether I would understand even if by some fluke I could remember. 
 
    So I let it go. 
 
    There was little to see in the creases of Malachi's hand, or so I thought, until I looked closer. The skin of his palm was akin to that of his face, transparently lacking in any true pigmentation. I put that lack down to years spent locked away underground, out of the light. But that wasn't the confession he was offering. No, like the streets we had walked, the buildings he had taken pains to show me, Malachi's fingers were suffering their own decays, cracks fragmenting what should have been skin. His index finger had crumbled through to the calcite of the bone, though not yet the marrow. 
 
    'The estate,' he said. If he was reading my mind, was I really meant to believe that there was some kind of symbiotic link between the destruction of the housing estate on Rye Hill and the leprosy in his fingers? Did he think I was that gullible? 'Not gullible,' he sighed, rolling back the cuff of his smock to expose the length of his forearm. Like his fingers, the muscle beneath his translucent skin seemed to be undergoing the most hideous of dissolutions. Ragged muscle and strips of fatty vein powdered. 'Declan, I am what I appear to be. I don't claim to be anything more. I prosper as the city above prospers, and I suffer as the city above me suffers. I could tear open my smock and show you a cavity in my ribcage that is the result of demolition men in Paradise. I could use that cavity to show you a city within me, where I am tearing open my smock to show you a cavity in my ribcage that is the result of demolition men in Paradise. I could use that cavity to show you a further city within that me, where again I am tearing open my smock. You could fall into me and keep falling through a hundred versions of me. A thousand. You could just keep falling.' 
 
    'Bullshit,' I said, shaking my head. Too fucking much! I wanted to scream it into his face. Even after everything I had seen, the idea of a man with a city inside him, with a man and a city degenerating ad infinitum, like a twisted version of the Russian Doll puzzles, was too much to take in. 
 
    I couldn't bring myself to discount it wholly as idle boasting, though. He was a surprising man. Maybe he could show me the place he spoke of, but what would it have been? Mesmerism? A trick? 
 
    'You need to see to believe?' He said, pulling open his smock. I looked at his face, but there was no emotion there, no disappointment. I looked down from his face. A thick mat of wire grey hair clung to his breastbone before it caved in on a dark cavity. My eyes were drawn closer, sucked in by the illusion he was carefully weaving. I picked out points of light, felt myself being drawn towards them. Something happened then; something I wouldn't swear to, but it needs to be said. I saw flickers of colour. It goes against everything I have said, but dogs’ eyes or no, I saw colours. Gold, fine filaments that crackled with life, bristled with the dancing currents of electricity, though each one sparked in a closed circuit. There were three that I saw instantly, then I felt the wind streaming through my hair and I was falling. The circles of gold grew and separated and suddenly more colours were racing to meet my eyes; true colours, greens and blues, white, and reds; pockets of angry red. Churches were erected on the gold. I saw streets and people and each owned a colour, not so much a halo as an aura, a radiance wholly their own, uniquely theirs. I tasted waves of hate surging off the red, calm drifting from the blue, goodness from the green, but I fell towards the white and the white was mine. A single spot of whiteness. I snapped back into myself, nausea climbing up from my gorge. It was a struggle to wrench my eyes from the monstrosity of Malachi's stomach, but I did it. 
 
    The sudden bout of dizziness was all but over-whelming. 
 
    Saying nothing, Malachi rolled up his other cuff. This arm was perfect, the skin almost opaque. I didn't understand what it meant. The significance. I didn't understand any of it. I was out of my depth and drowning, and here was this old man waiting expectantly for me to learn how to swim. As with most people, there is a thick part of bone midway between my temples that sometimes takes a fair amount of bludgeoning before it lets the message seep through. Unlike most people's, my bone is confirmed hydrophobic. 
 
    'The new cinema complex out beyond Manors. The retail park below Scotswood. The motorway expansion. The city centre ring road. The housing development in Walkergate.’ He turned to me and smiled gently. ‘Between them, and others, they make up this health. Life is being pumped back into the city.' 
 
    I stared at the old man. I don't know whether he was being deliberately obtuse, but where he claimed life I saw pollution and ugly, cankerous architecture. I didn't rise to the bait. 'What were the colours?' I asked instead, offering no real explanation. Let him read my mind if he wanted more. This time though, I felt the touch of his mind, like the rustle of a snake at the back of my brain. From nothing, no feeling, I lashed out at it, throwing the thought of a substantial fist at the unaware presence. Felt the momentary emptiness after the eviction and then my mind swamped back to fill the void. He was gone. 
 
    Malachi's face twisted. I read what I thought was shock in his eyes. It wasn't. He knew what he was doing. The old bastard was manipulating me like the pedals on my old Bechstein and already I was dancing to his tune like a headless ballerina. 
 
    He held up an unsteady hand. 
 
    'Good, Declan. It does not do to be passive inside one's own thoughts. Would you believe me if I said the colours you saw were God's hand in all of this?' 
 
    'No,' I said, simply, not feeling the need to lie. 'I have no time for God and God has no time for me. We came to an arrangement a long time ago and it suits us just fine.' 
 
    'Then I will not tell you any more than this: there are more things on heaven and earth than I or any one of us can explain. The colours are energies, and not all of them are wholesome. The reds and darker stains have their own corruptive touch. Their taint is consuming. They feed and grow, and their appetite is immense. All encompassing, I fear. Think of a place, and I can promise you their canker is already taking root there.' 
 
    'How do you know all of this?' 
 
    Malachi spread his arms wide. 'I am the city, it is me.' His face wore a sadness that went beyond mere sorrow. 'The sickness is inside of me even as I stand here, eating away at my flesh. All that is wrong is inside me. You have seen my hands. The killer is inside me. The hatred is spreading within me and there is little I can do to prevent it. I am corrupt. The people within me are corrupt. Filth walks my streets. My children suffer. I will die, and the city with me. I cannot let that be. I have seen dead cities, Declan and I won't be a party to it happening again. I won't stand by without raising a hand in my defence.' 
 
    I looked at him and saw an old, tired man who despite his fighting words had lost the will to fight. He was right, he was dying. Maybe it was cancer. Surely it was cancer. 'Even if everything you say is true, I don't see what I can do,' I said to him, honestly. 
 
    He nodded. I expected him to object, but he didn't. He asked: 'What did you see when you found yourself within me?' 
 
    'Whiteness,' I said with a shrug, remembering all too vividly the descent into myself. I shuddered. 
 
    'And what is white, Declan, if it isn't the presence of all colours? If you can accept that the world is composed of these conflicting energies, can you also accept that you are somehow all of them, good and bad? Think before you give me your answer. When you looked, were you the only glimmer of whiteness, or were there many?' 
 
    I thought, though I knew the answer without thinking. 
 
    'I saw a single white light, and it was me.' 
 
    'I know. You are more than a pianist, Declan. You are my sword. You have to cut the cancer out of me.' 
 
   
  
 



Nine 
 
      
 
    I turned my back on him, but I couldn't walk away. I felt cold, colder than I should. It was a symptom of my discomfort, I am sure. The sun was higher now, life slowly filtering back out onto the wet streets. A flock of seagulls had drifted inland. I was ashamed and confused. I didn't know what I was supposed to think. Malachi was talking, but his words sounded like a grim urban fairy tale. I wasn't a prince or a white knight. I had no skill outside music, and I had never heard of ragtime piano playing slaying dragons. 
 
    Looking at the last twenty four hours objectively, I had seen more than I could be expected to absorb, and I was frightened. That fear was at the root of it all, the great motivator. 
 
    'Why me?' It sounded lame, but it was the most honest reaction I could give. I didn't turn to face him, I didn't want to see his face because I had a fair idea what I would see. 'I don't want to be a hero. I want to go home to Aimee. Can't you find another white light to lead your crusade?' 
 
    'There are no others, Declan. You are the White and I am your protectorate. The task is yours… you were born for it. Let me inside your head. There are memories of our pasts together you should share.' 
 
    'And what if I say no? What if I start walking and keep on going until I am well away from here? What then?' 
 
    'We would die. You quickly, me more slowly.' 
 
    That was the betrayal he spoke of. Frustrated, I threw the stone staff into the gutter, wanting nothing to do with it. I felt the tentative touch of Malachi's mind on mine. Felt his presence. Sensed his discomfort at being inside a hostile place. I waited for his next party trick, wondering what he might show me or pull from my childhood that could bear some relation on this moment. There was no falling this time, only blackness and sounds; shouting. Battle cries, the clash of steel on steel on all sides. Frightened horses. A blood red sky. And amid it all, a figure in white, blazing like a child's impression of a glorious hero striving against evil. Streaming hair and battle frenzy, bodies at its feet, broken and bloodied. We shared much, our features close if not the same. But oureyes. . . He bore the scars of my blindness, vacant sockets filled with blood, crying red tears. . . I felt sick, spinning, felt the lure of his presence and the rising blood lust. I was feverish, my blade heavy in my tired arms. I swung again, bringing the sword to bear on a red face-painted foe. Without second thought, I dropped to one knee and plunged my blade into my enemy's groin, blood gouting as I pulled it free to face the melee, and had to react instantly to parry an overhead blow aimed at smashing my skull. I gutted the deliverer, but took a blow on the side of the head from an unseen foe and found myself spinning away. . . spinning… spinning until – 
 
    My hand moved to level the sword but I was holding a gun. A six shot Peacemaker. I was looking out of new eyes at a man clad in black leather, standing twenty paces distant. Tumbleweed chasing between us. I had never fired a gun, I knew, and I was going to die because I had no time to learn. I pulled the trigger and watched my bullet punch into the man in black's shoulder. It spun him, sending his own shot high and wide. I pulled the trigger again, punching a hole through his throat, and again, opening a third eye in his forehead before he hit the dirt. I felt the overwhelming flood of relief from the ground and the air around me. 
 
    I re-holstered my Peacemaker and saw my reflection in the begrimed window of the Saloon Bar. I saw my own face, older and craggier, but very much my own. I saw the hollows where there should have been eyes and they made me nauseous. I staggered and vomited onto the dusty street. 
 
    I saw more, but the memories were abhorrent. They touched chords, stirred emotions, traces of other personalities within me that weren't mine, drawing me ever deeper into Malachi's web. I bore them for as long as I was able, and then I could take no more. I imagined the sky above the burning town to be a membrane holding me into Malachi's memories. I saw my tramp weighed down with the bodies of birds flocking to him; I saw decay in everything about him; I saw the Oz Parasites and others like them tearing up the streets; I saw kids in gangs and adults with knives, the sickness killing Malachi, and I concentrated on ripping a tear through the fabric of that membrane, giving me air to breath and a chance to escape. 
 
    And then I was looking at myself and I knew it was me, not some trick. I reeled, putting out a hand to test the solidity of the world as much to steady myself. I hated him then. 'They weren't. . . They weren't. . . me, were they?' 
 
    'Others like you,' I heard Malachi say from a thousand miles distant and receding. 'Whites, but you are right, they weren't you. This, here and now, is your time, not some past. The threat you witnessed is as real now as it ever was. I fear it is always the time of wickedness and there we falter because our season is not so long and good men are few.' 
 
    'I don't have a choice in this, do I?' I observed, second-guessing him. We both knew what the truth was, but I needed to hear Malachi say it out loud. 
 
    'There is always a choice, Declan. Never think that there isn't or we would be as corrupt as the Red. It is only that we may not wish to make our choice. That comes down to the individual. Let me show you yours so you might make it.' 
 
    He walked past me without looking back to see if I was following. I didn't know whether to. Kids in rags chased by us, spinning and throwing insults and garbage and broken glass. They looked at me and laughed. Jeered. All that I had been was denounced by their mocking laughter. As Malachi said, it was beyond me. I wanted to be alone to think, but I needed to know more, so I followed him as he walked to the HighLevelBridge. 
 
    I don't know if his choice of bridges was deliberate, but I suspect it was. Taking me back to where I fell made me think about what tomorrow ought to have held, not the way it was shaping up. He stood in the half-light waiting for me to catch up. 
 
    'You asked what would happen if you were to walk away?' I nodded. I felt twisted and chewed up, coming back here. The rain had washed my blood from the pavement, but it was there, indelibly marked into the stones. 'You can't walk away, Declan. You are part of this city now, tied to it. Your link is as strong and as permanent as mine has ever been. Your resurrection is dependent upon its health. Your life isn't permanent. You breathe as long as you are within the boundaries of my influence. If you were to walk across the river now, leaving the boundary of the city you would die. There is no going home, Declan. I wish there was. I do not expect your forgiveness now. I do not deserve it. I should have told you sooner, but I could not. I am sorry.' 
 
    'I can't believe you,' I said. It wasn't an objection. It was the truth. I couldn't believe him. I couldn't believe there was no going home. I couldn't believe I was his saviour. I couldn't believe I was to become some sort of killer. 'I can't. I won't kill for you, old man. I won't raise a hand.' I felt sick to the core. 
 
    Malachi nodded knowingly, smug. 'I wouldn't have it any other way, my son. You would not be you if it were otherwise.' He let me go, knowing I would return. Knowing I had no choice but to. 
 
    I started to walk, my freedom at stake. If I made it to the other side I was free. I determined to keep going and never look back. Early morning mist shrouded everything from twenty feet in, a netherworld of shades and ghosts that I had become a part of. Inky black shapes wavered like spectres in the fog. I felt a peculiar sense of longing. Longing to join those spectres in the inky black. Longing after the arms that could have been there to carry me home. 
 
    He was right. I saw it in my hands first. As I approached the mist the dissolution began. An intense white light blistered out of the cracks. I recognised the effect from Malachi's fingers. I wouldn't reach the fogbank, if I kept on going I would erupt into a brilliant white radiance that would only dissolve to become part of it and before the morning was through I would have dissipated with the wind. 
 
    Falling to my knees I screamed and clawed at my face, wanting those wretched eyes out of my head, wanting everything to be back the way it had been yesterday. Wanting to be a piano player again. I didn't have the guts to pick myself up and carry on walking into oblivion. I could only cry: 
 
    'What do you want me to do?' 
 
    My words came back to me on the wind. There was no easy answer. I could only pick myself up and start walking back to face down whatever monsters this tomorrow had in store. 
 
    I experienced a fleeting awareness of something very pure, charged, and yet quite empty; an uncomfortable adrenal exultation as I lost touch with all of the more individual aspects of self. 
 
    I had lied when I said I couldn't cry: I could. I cried tears of blood for myself and for everyone whose life I was about to touch. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    Theme Two. . . In The City 
 
      
 
    For he who lives more lives than one, 
 
    More deaths than one must die. 
 
    Oscar Wilde, 
 
    The Ballad Of Reading Gaol. 
 
     I go amongst the buildings of a city and I see men hurrying along  
 
    To what? 
 
    The Creature has a purpose and his eyes are bright with it. 
 
    John Keats, 
 
    Letter, 1819. 
 
    The people are the city. 
 
    Shakespeare, 
 
    Coriolanus. 
 
   
  
 



Lit Up Like The Deuce 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    And then a miracle. 
 
    I heard it first as a flutter; delicate, the tiny sound of wing beats no more than vibrations in the stagnant air, soft against my cheek like the touch of a gentling lover. I didn't open my eyes, not at first. I savoured the cool caress of the breeze as it laved the contours of my skin, laboured within thatsoupy tranquillity. I thought about anything except what horrors might be waiting for me to open my eyes and see them. Anything. 
 
    And I hated Malachi for that; for his gift. His double-edged sword. Already, I feared what I had so hungrily sought. How different a few hours could make the world. It made so little sense, but that was the cold reality of the lesson and I had no choice but to learn to accept it. 
 
    Then the sounds truly began to fill my ears; they started as a low, inconsistent thrum, whippourwilling like a reed caught in a rush, and built in vibrancy and pitch as weight of numbers added insistency to the tiny flutters. 
 
    I had no conception of what miracle or monstrosity I might see, and even had I had some inkling it would have paled against the reality; the truth being far stranger than any fiction I might have been capable of conjuring. 
 
    I opened my stolen eyes only for the world to explode into a full vibrant palette of colour that threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    Butterflies, speckles of colour, wings churning minute ripples through the air, their number amplifying the bizarre effect so much so that I could feel the wind coming off them tangibly enough to make raising my head from my hands a genuine physical challenge. But I did it. And I looked up. 
 
    A golden syrup of spring light had broken over the arches of the bridge while I had hidden within myself. It tingled curiously as it brushed my skin, felt soothing, warm. I let myself bask in that warmth, feeling safe for the first time in as long as I could remember. 
 
    I wanted to laugh. Safe. What the hell was safe? And how could I possibly translate my current predicament into an image of an oasis, a haven? How could I mix things up so drastically? 
 
    A host of cabbage white butterflies settled on my head and shoulders, their tiny bodies weighing nothing. I stood, slowly, careful not to disturb the magic that kept the butterflies anchored to my body. The world was crazy, but then, I suspected, so was I. I lifted my hands above my head, then allowed them to float down until my arms were horizontal, forming a shaky perch. I let my head tilt back, took several deep breaths, and took a good long look at the sky… but instead of the sky I saw a funnel of darkness that streaked up through the light, and in that funnel I saw thousands upon thousands of butterflies spilling out of the darkness to swarm over my body and the bridge, their bodies a living plague of spinning motion. 
 
    In that light the plague might have been a million shards of glass breaking to shower over my head. 
 
    I felt the wing tips brush across my face, no edge to their abrasion, no cut to my skin, no blood, and I started to spin, thoughts erupting inside my brain to chase away the butterflies. 
 
    I began to scream; not a mad scream; not a frightened scream; I let my lungs empty to the sound of an alive scream. 
 
    I was flapping my arms and dancing through the blanket of butterflies that smothered the bridge, crushing thousands of the perfect insects beneath my clumsy feet. But I didn't care. Inside, I felt buoyant. I felt alive and it was the best, the most intense, feeling I have ever had to try to explain. 
 
    Of Malachi there was no sign. I was too caught up in the freakishness of the scene to care, but I should have noticed a good deal sooner than I did. Instead, I was alive with a whole cacophony of unlikely thoughts, and not all of them about butterflies. I had stumbled into the middle of something, I knew that, but was I the cause? Was it my presence that triggered the insect congregation or would it have happened anyway? Was it some freakish ritual that welcomed spring each year? Something that set butterflies apart from the other winged brethren of winter and summer? I couldn't know, but part of me was scared by the thought that maybe I was the catalyst, that something about me had changed radically enough for my body to become a beacon a magnet for the entire butterfly kingdom so that I drew them as a corpse draws flies. 
 
    I stopped spinning. Stopped trying to chase them away, and looked around me for the first time since Malachi had left me. The bridge hadn't changed. The far side, the Gateshead side, was tauntingly close but I wasn't going any nearer, not after what I had seen. I turned my back on everything that waited over there and started to walk back through the butterflies, crushing their tiny bodies under my feet once more. 
 
    I was crying. 
 
    I am not certain why, but there were tears on my cheeks. I made no move to wipe them away. Instead, I trudged slowly back into the city, not caring who saw me or the state that they saw me in. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    I said it was a miracle, I know, but that's not strictly true. 
 
    It wasn't a miracle so much as it was a rebirth, my coming out of my own cocoon, emerging with my own wings, if you like. I like that image. I think it's apt. 
 
    Still, being born again wasn't easy, not like being born the first time when my mind was empty and I had no ideas of what I might expect. Second time around, I was torn between pillar and post, grief and joy. Grief for the life I had lost, joy for the life I had somehow found. It was a dream, like flying was a dream, like touching the stars and bringing them to my lips was a dream, but it was life as well. It was another chance to walk with my friends, another chance to catch that bus, another chance to be that brilliant shooting star, to blaze across the blue-black sky above the city. Another chance. 
 
    And I didn't know what I had done to deserve it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    You might have guessed by now just how fond I am of imagery. For me, so much of what I see is what I am. More so now than before, but it has always been an influence lurking somewhere in the background, sometimes to the extent that, unconsciously, I chase an image that really ought to be there when there is nothing near at hand but good old fashioned muck and magic. I'm a great believer in things making sense if you stare at them forcefully enough, like those damned stupid 3-D pictures that are supposed to trigger our 'magic eyes' by looking like Mandlebrot explosions of garish colour. 
 
    I stare and I stare, and if I don't see… well, I'll own up to being as stubborn as an ass. I knuckle down and stare all the harder, perversely sure that it is my own stupidity obscuring a perfectly plain solution. Not the most technical concept of enlightenment, but nowhere on my c.v. does it say the word philosopher. 
 
    So I came off the bridge and walked the same path of decay, looked at the same sights, and thought about the few insights Malachi had allowed me to share, but this time as I walked I took notice of things. I saw the children on the streets and not far away the cardboard boxes soaked through, and I wondered just how many of them were homes to youngsters who had nowhere else to retreat, nowhere safe and warm. Nowhere homely. This time I felt something more than pity or disgust. I felt a fledgling kinship with those kids, too. 
 
    I felt shame as I remembered the times I had brushed past some of the faces in the main streets of the city. Main streets or mean streets? I recognised my own mistakes, my own stupidity, being taken in by the misinformation about 'rich' beggars coining it in left and right in any town like Newcastle. Blagging the locals out of cash for a coffee and retiring from a good day's work with more to spend than I could earn in a couple of nights’ brisk piano playing. I felt the knot tighten inside my stomach and recognised how physically sick I felt, shocked by my own weakness. 
 
    Weakness is the wrong word. The kids out here were not living rough because it was good, or because it was cool. They were running away from something, something frightening enough to make them think there was no way to turn back, no way to go home, or if there was the cost was too great, the risk beyond measure, the reward too small. 
 
    Walking this time, I felt wretched. I passed the rank and file of boxes, forcing myself to look beyond the mask of shadows those poor kids drew about themselves in place of blankets, forcing myself to see. To really see. And looking, I realised something else. I had lost my fear. Their rags did not intimidate or revolt me, or send me running. I wanted to offer the kids something, and all I could think of was shelter. A place to go where they had a chance of dealing with their own ghosts without having to worry about where the next mouthful was coming from or how thin their coats were with winter drawing in. 
 
    There had to be somewhere like that in the city. There simply had to be. I hadn't seen any posters advertising a refuge but I couldn't believe that people didn't care, not with the big myth of the friendly North and the salt-of-the-earth Geordies. 
 
    Then I remembered the mission on Prudhoe Street, red bricks opposite the brewery, but I couldn't for the life of me remember if it was a refuge or a paying hostel like the YWCA around the corner. 
 
    I put my fingers to my temples, trying to massage the ache out of my head, but it refused to go away. 
 
    Back there I had told Malachi I wouldn't fight for him, and I had meant it. I wouldn't raise my hand, fist, gun, sword or stone for him, not in violence. Not the way I thought he wanted. Piano players don't make the greatest vigilantes, I would have thought that was obvious. We don't tote guns particularly well and we don't put the frighteners on people unless you count duff notes in smoky bars as frighteners. Speaking for myself, if I tried to swing a fist in anger I'd probably end up knocking myself senseless. Sugar Ray Shea I'm not. 
 
    That didn't mean I was going to lie down and let the Oz Parasites and whatever other nasties the night held trample all over me. Oh no – there had to be another way and right then I had the makings of an idea that refused to go away. 
 
    Remember that lousy television programme with the talking car? Of course you do. Every week this trite little monologue voiced over the introduction, talking up the Robin Hood-like characteristics of the hero and every week I tuned out, forgiving myself for enjoying that kind of pulp fiction. But maybe that little monologue had a point, maybe one man could make a difference. 
 
    And if he could, surely the measure of the man was how big that difference really was. 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    By lunch time I was knocking on God's door, hoping he had the answer or at least another piece of the jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    I'm normally the first person to call a spade a spade. Part-time religion like my own is unadulterated hypocrisy, riddled with about-faces and blind eyes. True faith if I ever had it is something I let slide a long time ago. I was the original good Christian gone bad, as dear brother Ciaran liked to remind me, but things are seldom that black and white. I'm forever admitting that I am less than one hundred percent virtuous, but sex, drugs and jazz aren'tfrequently talked about subjects because the link between them, if there is one, is fairly tenuous. No, there's still that miniature bell inside my head that thrills to the music of a higher purpose. A swift, sure hand to guide me where I need guidance, to stand back and allow me to make my own mistakes when I need to make them, to allow me to disbelieve when I need to disbelieve. Most of all, to allow me to disbelieve because if I have to think about it I'm thinking about dying and that makes me scared. Being gone forever, an eternity of nothing, empty of thought scares me shitless. 
 
    There I was, and all I had to go on were the dwindling recollections of that strange map I had fallen into. It didn't occur to me just how insane my stream of thought must have been back then. I pictured the gold filaments crackling with energy, life, and the churches that tapped that vein as best I could. And that memory was the best place I had to start, of that much I was certain. 
 
    Even then I couldn't simply walk up and demand God's ear. I loitered, looking at the patchwork of sandstone and soot and the copper crenulations of St. Thomas's Church, searching inside myself for courage that this time was not there. 
 
    I know I've said it before, and I imagine I will say it again, but there's no harm repeating it: I was surrounded by people and yet totally and utterly alone. Nameless bodies spilled out of the Metro station to queue by the out-of-order traffic lights and join the mass of random motion that was Northumberland Street in bloom, but not me. The schizophrenic duality of this little patch of Newcastle couldn't fail to hit home. An oasis of stonework two hundred years old, forced to batten down the hatches and ride out the turbulence that seems to be epitomising the last few years of our millennium. Far from at peace and I imagined, content just to survive. 
 
    That was a feeling I could freely identify with. 
 
    Not only were the red doors shut against the warmth of the day, the metal gates across them had been secured by heavy duty motorcycle chains, and they were a damning indictment in themselves. 
 
    The duality wasn't wholly external; oh, that it could have been. I was as much an anomaly as the world around me. As much of an oasis. There was both bitterness and anger inside my skin, warring like opposing armies on a battlefield of corrupting flesh. Part of me ached with the need to strike out, strike back, to do something, stop being a passenger. Another part of me was deeply scared and wanted to bury its head beneath the paving slabs and hope the whole damned thing just picked up its luggage and passed me by. All of me, heart and soul, wanted to pick up a telephone and call Aimee. 
 
    But no part of me wanted to open that door. 
 
    I put it off as long as I could. I sheltered beneath the wings of the Dark Angel. I knew the statue had a real name, Angel's Wings Balancing Swords And Justice or something equally obscure, but to me it could only ever be the Dark Angel. A statue like the Angel didn't need frills. It was dark and menacing and imposing and striking and beautiful all at once, and it said more than: 'I'm here to honour the dead.' It said: 'I'm here to avenge.' 
 
    I had seen a charcoal sketch of it by a local pavement artist and fallen in love at once. Before then, I'm not so sure I had even noticed the Angel, tucked away as it is. But that day, I had walked away from it happy to carry on with my own life, but it hadn't walked away from me. I just had to have it, no matter that I didn't have the money to pay for it, so I nagged Aimee until she did her trick with the cash points and plastic and I had to practically force myself to bite my tongue when she insisted on wrapping it up for Christmas. It wasn't christened the Dark Angel until it was hanging over the fireplace in the music room and that was when it took on an aspect all of its own. Ask me and I would swear that picture changed the way I played. 
 
    And then I started brooding about everything that was on the wrong side of the river for me now; out of reach and suddenly beautiful, everything I wanted because I couldn't have it. We all want something beautiful in our lives, we all yearn, but most of us already have that something. It isn't until it's gone that we realise just how beautiful it was. 
 
    A sign in the street outside said 'Christmas cards for sale.' It took me two minutes to work out what was wrong with that – namely that Christmas was still seven months away. Next to the sign a busker was tuning up his acoustic guitar. He was something to take my mind off going inside so I settled down beside him. Smiling, he offered me a harmonica and I couldn't very well say no, so I started tentatively blowing what I hoped was the opening of John Lennon's Working Class Hero, waiting for my new found friend to catch up with my train of thought. 
 
    He was good, that boy. Better than good. He didn't just catch up, he took the reins and left me to sing what I had started. For a few minutes we were a pocket of rhythm in the tidal swell of disharmony, not strong enough to stem the tide but not caring either, just playing and enjoying it for its honesty. 
 
    We played a few together, none of them classics after they had received our treatment but all of them fun. Moon Dance, Hey Jude and Blinded By The Light ala Asbury Park. People passed us by, some listening, one or two singing along as they went by, a few smiles, most not even registering our impromptu skiffle. No one slowed to drop a few coins in his open guitar case. For a short while I had joined another hard life, but this one, at least, brought a few smiles along the way. 
 
    When I pushed myself back to my feet I dropped a handful of shrapnel into the case and bowed my head. 
 
    No matter how much I might have wanted to, I couldn't keep putting it off indefinitely. Even with the main doors barred, a small side door into the sacristy suggested hospitality. So I knocked. I didn't just walk in as I might have done on other days, other occasions. I went as far as the sacristy door, knocked and waited, not sure what to expect. The knot tying itself inside my stomach was surprisingly similar to anticipation, expectancy. I couldn't understand it and yet I couldn't help but think of it in the same vein as excitement. A rush. A hit. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    The vicar opened the door. 
 
    In doing so, however, he answered none of the questions I might have hoped his presence would answer. Assuaged none of the guilt I felt weighing me down. There was no mystery to the ordinary man that greeted me. And he wasn't holding one of the corner pieces of my ever fragmenting puzzle. 
 
    'May I help you?' He asked quizzically. I must have been a sight for sore eyes  
 
    My God, my eyes. . . Too late, I remembered my eyes, raised my hand quickly to cover them, praying he hadn't seen what I knew he must have  
 
    'Come inside,' he said quickly, unshaken but obviously recognising my discomfort or perhaps sensing there was more to this than first impressions might have lead him sensibly to believe. 
 
    His parish could not have been an easy one to minister to. Not in this part of the city. I guessed the vicar took me for some beaten member of one family or another, caught up in the violence of Newcastle's underbelly. That was fine for now. There were families I wouldn't want to tangle with, bad families well known to everyone who lived within the city limits and a damned sight more who lived outside them. If he thought that that was indeed my misfortune then maybe, just maybe, I could turn my wounding to my advantage. 
 
    I played out the subterfuge, taking his hand with a grip weak enough to suggest I needed to be led into his sanctuary. Our footsteps were surprisingly soft, subdued, their echo not as cold nor as hollow as the high vaulted ceiling ought to have produced. 
 
    The sacristy was surprisingly warm, certainly warmer than my memories of Sunday School chapels might have led me to expect. I noticed the white enamel of the pipes paralleling the length of the compact little recess. A centrally heated church. I shook my head. All of this in the name of progress. . . 
 
    'Sit down, son.' He said, guiding me with concerned hands. 'Do you want something? A drink?' 
 
    I nodded, 'A drink.' I said, looking at my benefactor for the first time without my hand there to obscure my vision. He was young, surprisingly so really. Attaching a quick mental tag I put him in his mid-thirties. No older, certainly. He had long hair for a man of the cloth, just short of shoulder length and blonde, neatly parted in the centre without hanging like the lank curtains long hair often became on men, and a fine beard that couldn't hide the gentle set of his features nor the cold comfort of his dog collar. His body, like his demeanour, was lightly put together. A gust of wind might have knocked him over, but even on this cursory inspection he struck me as the kind of man who would dust himself off and get up to get blown down all over again, and keep on getting up and being blown down. 
 
    A good man to have in your corner. I needed someone like that. Someone who would keep on getting up for me or die trying to make it back to his feet. I reached out to him but he was already away, his back to me. He disappeared through the door to his private chambers, leaving the door wide long enough to hear a snatch of unholy country-rock coming from inside, and came back with a brandy that tasted so good when it hit the back of my throat part of me was sorely tempted to take the Lord's name in vain; the part of me that still remembered what a good shot of liquor did for the system and didn't give a damn about liver failure. 
 
    'I need a cigarette,' I said then, expecting his rebuke but instead he nodded indulgently, offering me a coffin-nail of his own from a pack of Royal Lights. I took one and lit up, tasting the nicotine and identifying it as nectar. Ambrosia. I felt no shame taking a drag in church and assumed that was an indication of just how far I had slid. 
 
    Purple votive candles were lit and doing penance or whatever it is they do for the soul they burn for, their smoke acrid, their scent sickly. 
 
    He was waiting for me to speak but I didn't know where I was supposed to start. It was a big conversation, and it was a mad one, and I didn't know how I was supposed to broach it. I could have let the silence drag, but that would have made it worse for both of us. 'This place,' I said, opening my arms to embrace the pulpit and the aisles and the altar on the other side of the dividing wall, as well as everything my arms weren't wide enough to encompass, 'This city, is dying.' Having said that much I didn't know where I was going; where I could take the conversation after an opening gambit like that. What could I tell him that could get my message across without having me recount impossibilities even I was starting to doubt? I wouldn't have blamed him if he had thrown me out of his church for blasphemy like that, so I opened my mouth and let it come out any way it wanted: 
 
    'Look at the streets; you've walked them, you've seen everything I have. Look at the cracks in the pavement and tell me what you see crawling out of them. You're not blind. You can't tell me you don't care. That you turn a blind eye. . . Homeless kids sleeping rough and risking more than just the cold where they doss down. . .' I couldn't bring myself to say anything else, not then. Visions swam up inside my mind. Stronger and more potent than memories. I wanted to turn and run from them but I couldn't. I felt myself becoming annoyed. I wanted to say it so right… to get my message across and make him help, but the words were wrapped up in a little bundle of rags that my fingers were not nimble enough to unwrap. 
 
    'Are you all right?' 
 
    'No,' I said, and I wasn't. 'Maybe that's the problem. Maybe I feel guilty because even though I'm not all right I am a damned sight more all right than the kids out there. They shouldn't have to live like that. No one should. Shit, they should be growing up, going to school and worrying about how uncool it is to fall in love with their teacher, not trading access to their bodies for some bastard's cheap fucking thrills.' 
 
    I lashed out at the wooden back of the pew in front of me, slamming the flat of my hand into it in frustration. 'Shit.' 
 
    'I don't mean that,' He paused uncomfortably, hoping I might guess his unsaid meaning. I couldn't make it easy for him; unlike Malachi I couldn't read minds. I waited. 'Your eyes?' There, he said it and we could both carry on. My eyes. 
 
    'I was jumped,' I lied, silently apologising to the Big Fella for my little white indiscretion. This once I guessed he wouldn't hold it against me. 'They don't hurt. They probably look a lot worse than they are. I bleed a lot. Always have. Something to do with my blood cells.' I explained, massaging my hand. 
 
    'If you say so,' he said, unconvinced. 'Did you see who. . . hit you?' 
 
    'Not well enough.' I said quietly, frightening myself with the intensity of my answer. The depth of feeling beneath it. 'There were three of them. . . tramps, I think. Or at least they dressed like tramps, but that's all I saw.' 
 
    He came closer, took my face in his hands. 'My God,' he muttered, probing my face. 'They cut you, didn't they?' 
 
    'Yes,' I admitted, remembering their knives and enduring his fingers as they felt out the seriousness of my wounds. 
 
    'You need to get this seen to properly.' 
 
    'I'll be fine,' I said flatly, knowing full well that I would heal given enough time. Better that than trying to explain away the eyes of two different breeds of dog to the doctors in the RVI. 
 
    'Well, let me clean you up at least,' he insisted, tilting my head back enough to catch the light. It was hard to argue, but in the end I didn't have to. He caught the cord of the pendant Matthew had hung around my neck and started to draw it out. The body of the bird fell through his fingers before its angular wings were free of my neck. 
 
    The vicar recoiled, ashen and shaking, and kept backing away as I moved, trying to put as much distance between us as he could. 
 
    'Oh, Jesus. . . Get out! Get out! I don't want any part of this. I don't want to be involved. . . Please go. Please. . .' 
 
    His change in attitude was stunning, its speed dizzying. I shook my head carefully, trying to slow everything down, wishing I might make any other gesture but knowing I couldn't. Not this time. He knew what it was. What it meant. Knew more than I did. 
 
    And if he knew, how many others knew about the strange double life of the city? I shuddered to think, but didn't give myself the chance to. 'We have to talk,' I rasped, hoarse and fearful; probably more frightened than the priest was, truth be told. I took him by the collar, lifted him, forcing him to look at me. 
 
    Felt myself shaking. 
 
    His eyes were wild, roving, trying to look anywhere without focusing on me. I drew him closer until we were touching brow to brow, nose to nose. Let him feel my breath in his throat, my blood on his cheeks. Let him see my eyes. I said it again. 'We need to talk, you and I, and that is what I mean to do.' 
 
    'No. . . No. . . Leave me be, please. I won't stop you. I won't interfere.' 
 
    I don't know what I expected to happen, particularly after the street corner evangelist biting out his own tongue as he tried to decry me. Whatever next? Spiders? The thought leapt into my mind and suddenly I was seeing them, a multitude of spindly black legs spilling out of the padre's gaping mouth, his cheeks opening up like a ruptured birthing sac, more of those legs emerging, twitching as they tasted the air. 
 
    They weren't there. I knew that, but I had to shake my head to stop seeing them, the part of my brain that decodes the visual input of the outside world insisting that the impossible was there and had been all along. 
 
    'No,' I said, duplicating him… and then said nothing more for one. . . two. . . three heartbeats, just that spiritless word hanging between us, then: 'You're going to talk to me and you're going to tell me what I want to know.' I touched a finger to his eye, God forgive me. I touched a finger to his eye and slowly, deliberately, traced cuts similar to those around mine and let him work it out. 'Do we understand each other?' 
 
    He swallowed and nodded, visibly scared as he digested the full, sick meaning of my tight gesture, and I hated myself. It didn't matter that I couldn't have done it, not what I was threatening. It didn't matter that I wasn't capable of that kind of monstrosity – he believed I was, which was far worse in its own way. Something about me had changed so much so that a complete stranger could be menaced into submission by the soft stroking of my index finger against his cheek. But something about me had changed, and I was beginning to think that it had changed for the worse after all. 
 
    I rubbed at my eyes, unconsciously reinforcing the threat of a moment before; not letting him forget just who was in charge. It was a torture technique, nothing more. A way of extracting information that I wanted to know. 
 
    I let my grip on his collar slide. Licked my lips because their dryness was suddenly unbearable. 
 
    'What is this?' I asked finally, my fingers resting on the strange metal bird hanging around my neck. 'Why did it frighten you like that?' 
 
    The vicar's eyes were wide, and it was more than fear that had them like that. Far more. The depth of the man's terror was incredible, like a great gaping black maw and I could feel its hysterical pull, feel it trying to drag me into that blackness with him. 
 
    I hit him; cuffed him across the cheek. Not hard, but hard enough to draw blood, his teeth cutting his gums as his head rocked back. I couldn't believe I had just hit the man. . . But I did not feel any guilt; I did not feel anything. I knew then that I could and would do it again if I had to, so maybe in retrospect I wasn't as innocent as I like to think. I could only hope that the end justified the means. 
 
    He started to talk all right; most of it senseless, all of it babble. 'Slow down, padre. Nice and easy.' I said, sounding like a refugee from a bad Spaghetti Western. 
 
    The church was too damned quiet around us. Hollow. The masonry cold and stark enough to draw the sounds out of the atmosphere between us and replace them with a suddenly frigid emptiness. I wanted to scream, make any kind of noise to fill the void. Instead, I said, in a voice far calmer than the situation deserved: 'I want you to tell me everything.' 
 
    He didn't get to, though. Not everything and not enough. Far from enough. He slumped into a seat, gesturing for me to follow suit. I stayed on my feet and began to pace while the vicar of St. Thomas's gathered his thoughts. Looking at him again, I realised that my original diagnosis was wide of the beam. There was a limit to just how often this man could keep getting back up. Like elastic, stretch him too far and no matter that he wanted to, he just wouldn't be able to spring back, not all of the way. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Footsteps (In the Holy Water) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    I listened to the sound of my own heart beating, a myriad sweet miracles inside my souring self, and wondered again at the miracle that kept me breathing. 
 
    I realise I have said very little about myself through this headlong dash, and that I need to explain so much more. I am no proactor, I am a reactor; and a slow one at that. Things happen to me, around me. Prick my skin, I react. Something – a thought – chipped away busily at the dank little compartment inside me that was my subconscious. A montage of images from pulp fiction, Bela Lugosi, Vincent Price, and Gary Oldman, vampires kept alive after death on a diet of rhesus negative. 
 
    This was some form of life after death, my existence now. Was that need, that sick hunger, going to fall on me? I couldn't remember the details of my last meal, something mashed to a pulp at the hospital, and I had been out of there how long? My stomach should have been painfully empty but even the thought of food turned the acrobats in my belly. 
 
    Was I undergoing some sort of transition? Would I wake soon to find the taste for blood resident on my palette? 
 
    The thought was stupid, comical, and scary. 
 
    I hadn't thought beyond moving forward, and with the light at the end of this particular tunnel seeming so close, I could not stop thinking. . . What happened now? What happened to me? 
 
    I saw visions, alternatives, and not one of them was comforting. I burned out, I faded away, I rotted into a shambling zombie like something out of the old movies. If this was living, could I simply keep on? I couldn't run, Malachi had shown me that. There was nowhere for me to go. 
 
    Would I ever be able to just close my eyes and drift into sleep? 
 
    I was scared. 
 
    It's such a pitiful understatement, but I was scared. 
 
    Light or no light, I couldn't for the life of me see a way out of my self-entrenched tunnel. 
 
    All that I had, my innocence stripped away from me, was the clergyman in my hands. I thought for one horrible moment he was about to start pleading again, but he didn't. He fell back on the crutch of his religion. I envied him as he went through to the altar and took one of those little candles from the black metal box and lit it for the prayer closest to his lips. My own faith had lapsed with childhood's end. I followed him, taking advantage of the time it took to look at him, really look. I didn't like what I saw. Tremors undermined the taut muscles of his face. Cheeks mottled. Eyes flared wide. Naturally enough I assumed he must have seen something I had not, so I followed the direction of his frightened gaze to where the smoke from the votive candles was congealing into a wraithlike mass around him. Something tangible and tactile. I thought nothing of it; a trick somehow emphasised by the passage of sunlight through the stained glass windows and the concealed lighting inside, but a trick nonetheless. 
 
    'It's nothing,' I assured him calmly, and he was fool enough to take me at my word. He buried his face in trembling hands again and didn't look up. His fear frightened me. It works like that, fear being contagious. An incipient finger that worms its way first into one and then another, spreading like a bug or a rash. 
 
     His hair was damp with perspiration and clung to his scalp, emphasising the first glimmer ofbaldness already working its way out from the crown. There was a film of dirt grained into his fingernails and a smear of red ink along the middle phalanx of his index finger. Little things like that. I waited impassively, taking it all in and knowing he would speak given time.He looked up from his hands a full minute before beginning to talk, and for a second tried to hold my gaze but couldn't. I half expected to hear the elastic band twang as the perished rubber finally snapped. Instead, he spoke. 
 
    No more than a whisper, but condemnation just the same: 
 
    'That, that thing,' the words spat out with the acidic taste of the smoke and the prayer burning on and through his tongue, his mouth's inevitable betrayal guilelessly backing him into a corner. Now he had no choice in the matter, no way of backing out, back-peddling. I wasn't about to step aside with at least one answer so tantalisingly close. I pushed. By his own admission this man of our lesser God knew something of the secret life of his city, but how much? 
 
    What a question, and could I have asked it yesterday? 
 
    'I've seen drawings of it, I know what it means, what you are, how it marks you. I know. . .' 
 
    What did he think I was, some kind of freak? Some monster from the fringe? I was sickeningly sure that he was party to my own doubts, my thoughts of cinematic vampires and bloodletting there for him to condemn. 'Then tell me,' I said, coldly. 
 
    I could see him wrestling with demons of his own, his trembling being slowly subdued. 
 
    'You really don't know, do you?' he reached out to touch my face. There was something else in the way that he looked at me. Pity? Graham Greene was right: pity is cruel. Pity destroys. 'It is nothing to be proud of,' the vicar said softly, his voice hushed now, as though, at last, he realised where he was. 'I know that much. That bird of damnation. . .' He broke off and I thought he was finished. He wasn't. 'This place has an evil history.' 
 
    He fell silent again as if the effort of speech were somehow draining him, I don't know if he was hoping I would let it lie. Leave him be. I couldn't. 
 
    'I need to know.' 
 
    Had I been awake to it, I ought to have noticed the change in the room's temperature; the drop was gradual but substantial. Instead, I kept pushing. I read the cold draft squirreling down the length of my spine as anticipation, not chill. It soon nurtured into a darker sensation as dread took hold and carried me with the vicar’s words. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    He looked me in the eye and for the first time didn't flinch or draw away. His gaze was hateful and hollow. 'Time doesn't lessen the wrong. Doesn't condone it. Years merely distance us from it. Put a dark secret out of people's minds, and that is the way some people like it. Secret's best kept secret, locked up in some dark asylum. 
 
    'Listen to me,' and he leaned in close, the intensity of his gaze too penetrating, too uncomfortable. 'People died. People like you killed them. People wearing that disgusting emblem and calling themselves free. People sick enough to be proud of their true colours when their hearts ran blackest.' 
 
    He lapsed into silence once again, but I had nothing left to push with. A few words had eroded my certainty so easily. I was cut adrift at a point where I was no longer sure I even wanted to know. I thought of his veiled message, and thought that maybe in some cases ignorance could be a form of bliss. 
 
    He started talking again but it took me a few seconds to bring myself to focus on what he was saying: 
 
    'It was a riot of sorts. Riot is a good word for the anger that was unleashed, so yes. . .A mob ran the streets on the last night of the year, brandishing whatever weapons they had to hand… cudgels, knives, torches, it didn't matter. They had some sick idea in their heads to cleanse the streets for the birth of the new century. To eradicate the ills of the old. A kind of sick poetry at the downfall of such a romantic era. 
 
    'But how did they hope to achieve this? By dragging sleeping children out of doorways and braining them? By dumping bodies in the river to rot away to nothing? They were a plague on the old and the infirm, the cripples and the homeless. Any with weaknesses or deformities. They broke down doors and dragged husbands and wives into the street, forcing the man to watch while they beat his wife to death, and then they turned on him. Those poor people were culled from the streets by a mob with money enough to call itself respectable. By people with the power to define normalcy and document it in the histories remembered by our books. For those few, the tainted followers of the New Dawn's creed, it was as if that night never happened, never mind that the church has records of every man, woman and child that died that bleak December night. Never mind that the world lost four thousand souls to that vile madness. 
 
    'They were wiping the slate clean. 
 
    'While they were burning down the workhouses and setting light to the workers’ cottages they imagined they could lie to the future with a clean conscience because they were making it a better future. While they purged the ghettos of this city, gripped by whatever dark madness had taken hold of their senses, they thought they could hold their heads high, oblivious to the stench of death rising from the floor around their feet, because no one would know.' 
 
    I felt sick to the core. Sick because some part of me sensed his words as some small part of the truth, and that part of me could smell the skin and fear of the ordinary man on the wind, could see the cobbles stained with the blood of the innocents, the bodies piled up in pyres, could hear the raucous cries of the witch hunt as it battered down the doors after more meat for the beast… could taste the smoke fumes on the back of my throat. 
 
    The necklace felt cold against my skin. Dead. I wanted to snap the drawcord and throw it into the fire where it belonged, but I couldn't move my hand against it for all sorts of reasons. I saw Matthew's face as he pressed it into my palm and that memory more than any of the others held me back. 
 
    I couldn't bring myself to believe the worst of it. 
 
    A boy in rags, an urchin of no more than six years old, was lifted before my Mind's Eye. I saw his face, the grime and the soot, the tears and the fear that had replaced the laughter, the pale skin. It must have been my imagination, but I saw a lot of Matthew in him, but then I had been thinking about Matthew only seconds before so perhaps the smudging of remembrances was inevitable. A cudgel made lethal with splinters of rusted iron hammered into the boy’s body and rasped across his face even as he reached for the bird around his attacker's throat. The rusted iron ripped through the flesh of his cheeks as if they were no more substantial than tissue paper while the meat of the cudgel stove the boy's skull in. Inside my head the cudgel swung again and again until the boy folded. The attacker left him, unseeing, to rejoin the turmoil of the fray, necklace left behind in the dead boy's fist. My head was dizzy with the screaming. 
 
    The screaming stayed with me when I opened my eyes. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    The tiny indentations of red half-moons dug into the clergyman's face. 
 
    This was no smudging of remembrances, no blurring of past and present reality. The attack was sudden and ferocious. The tension in the room simply exploded and everywhere there were screams. A cacophony of terrified voices surely more than just mine and his. All of those spirits from the fake memory, all of those damned and lost souls screaming to be heard in this charnel house that was a church. 
 
    I couldn't see what force was behind the sudden attack, but that didn't matter because I knew enough without seeing. My mind supplied the invisible fingers that clawed at the clergyman's face with shocking savagery. My eyes showed me the rest. 
 
    The indentations became punctures which degenerated into gashes and gaping rents with all of the speed of a nightmare. 
 
    I felt it then, a tangible presence, saw the claws that the smoke from the votive candles had somehow become, saw them reach, ripping at the vicar's spastically jerking body and saw the fabric rip and the flesh tear with the rakes of those smoky talons and knew they were too real for an hallucination, the assault too bloody and too permanent. 
 
    And in those dizzying seconds the vault of St. Thomas's chapel had become an ice box; even the breath from my lungs seemed to be solidifying in the air before me, joining substance with the claws as the smoke drew form from the air about it. 
 
     I was screaming. We were both screaming. 
 
    He reached out to me, his face contorted, eyes denied tears by the malignance tearing up the skin around them. I backed off a step, my own hands reaching out defensively, trying to fend him off should he somehow reach closely enough to touch me. Should he somehow make the wraith's claws aware of me. His mouth twisted and his screaming stopped. The two things happened simultaneously. The vicar's jaw opened on a fresh scream when surely his throat and lungs were empty, and somehow kept on opening, kept on until the soft flesh of his lips started to tear and the bones of his jaw cracked and dislocated, the splinters paring through the sinewy flesh, kept on until his tongue swallowed into his throat and mercifully he started choking. 
 
    I couldn't move. I froze like an idiot, revolted by what I saw and yet compelled to watch as his cheeks were spread wide by the hands of smoke, peeled back from the poor man's face until his mouth was all that was left for me to see of his ruined face. Teeth stood out like splinters of bone amid the debris, the shattered remains. And there was blood, so much blood. . . 
 
    Oh, God. . . 
 
    Liar. I didn't know whether I heard it aloud or whether it was inside my head, one more madness for me to wrestle with, one more demon of my own, but I heard it somewhere. I know I heard it. 
 
    Spasms wracked the clergyman's tortured body while the word echoed inside my head. Liar. Was this the price of a lie in this game of mirrors and lies? What had he done to deserve this fate? What deceit matched this cost? 
 
    He fell to his knees, his hands clawing at the bloody pulp that had been his face, silent screams echoing inside this insignificant reproduction of heaven. 
 
    I moved towards him, hoping for all the world that he would give up fighting and die without so much as realising what that hope meant in terms of me. 
 
    I could see the substances in the smoke better now, could see the solidity that my brain was desperately trying to deny. They were like hands, they really were. Painfully thin limbs that stretched back to the guttering body of the candles, talons that clawed out of the hands. . . 
 
    Ah, sweet God, that I had been a coward and turned to flee. But not this time. Oh, no, not this time. No, I reached his side and without thinking cradled his dying body in my arms, my lips stumbling over the few uncomfortable words my deeply buried religion insisted upon. He looked at me with the eyes of damnation, spasms and the tiny tremors of their aftershocks taking him down deeper. 
 
    He was dying and I couldn't bear the weight of my betrayal. I had brought this to him. I had condemned him. And for what? 
 
    The coldness of the smoke matched the touch of death it harboured. I felt it against my skin, pulling at the roots of my hair, my eyes. 
 
    I pushed him from me and lurched to my feet, aware suddenly of how the smoke seemed to have been cradling our huddled shape; a cocoon or a sarcophagus; no claws tearing at my flesh, though. Always someone else’s. 
 
    'Take me!' I screamed then, tearing frantically at my shirt to bare my chest. 'It's me you want. Come on you bastard, take me! I know what you are, you bastard! Come on, rip me apart! Come on! Do it!' 
 
    I thumped at my chest, clawed at my own skin, the sudden ferocity of my anger scaring me. My outburst rent the sanctity of the church as effectively as the claws had gone through the dead man's skin, but my goading only seemed to send whatever it was back closer to wherever it had come from. The trailing edge of the smoke had begun to disperse now that the damage was done, the vapour losing its consistency as air worked its own form of magic on the talons.And then the will was gone and the smoke was no more threatening than candle smoke. 
 
    We were alone together. 
 
    The light in the old church was sickly, tainted by the stained glass to the colour of the clergyman's blood. 
 
    I collapsed to my knees, my head in my hands. Part of me wanted to end it all right then, and that same part of me wanted to climb up into the belfry and step out into nothing, to dash my head off the cold stone, but I didn't honestly believe anything so simple could banish this gateway into Hell. 
 
    I was damned, my very presence damning those whose lives I touched. An hour ago this man had had nothing to fear, no enemies in this world, and then he opened the door and I walked into what was left of his life. 
 
    I had killed him as surely as if my own hands had worked the savagery done to him. My threats, my insistence at finding the truth. God, how hollow that word sounded inside my head. The truth. Like it was something worth dying for. Killing for. Let’s put the crime in context. Like it was something worth killing for. 
 
    I couldn't bring myself to touch him, to share contact. Backing away, I turned toward the doorway back out into the street and started to walk quickly. Guiltily. I wiped my hands of his blood, rubbing them on my jeans and smearing dark handprints down my legs, but the stains were ingrained in my palms. Not so easily washed away, my guilt, not so easily appeased. A scouring pad of steel wool and my own blood and still the taint of guilt, the shadow, would be on my hands. His was a face to join my rapidly accumulating procession of dead. The tramp, the bag lady, the evangelist, the boy, and now the clergyman. Faces seared into my palms to contort and scream as I clenched my fists and hammered at brick walls, always with me. My dead. 
 
    The door to the street opened and a stooped old woman with wirewool hair and a headscarf shuffled through seeking the comfort of God's house, her straining bags weighing her down. Speckles of rain peppered her shoulders. Her washed out eyes flickered over my face, over my body, over the blood and the ruined body slumped awkwardly against the base of the altar. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation on her part, a moment where her brain refused to piece together the jigsaw of images arrayed before her, but there was no such hesitation on my part. I pushed past her, hitting the busy street at a run, pushed through the bodies, her hysterical screaming ringing in my ears with the echoing screams of my dead. 
 
   
  
 



You're Still Alive, She Said 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    I ran from the end of the rainbow. 
 
    The shame, the guilt, was like an incendiary in my temples. I could feel the seconds ticking down. I could feel the nearness of the explosion, that last second where the world went from red to black. I staggered but forced myself on, made my legs work. I was so sure every finger in the street was pointing at me. I so sure that every eye was turned my way. That every eye saw the blood on my hands. That the lips and tongues knew, that the words were chasing me. I knew unreasonably that the blind eyes of the television screens behind the plate glass were reflecting my face, that the deaf ears of the radios in the shop windows were chanting my name over and over. The blood was pounding in my temples, the moment of detonation ever closer. 
 
    I felt so alive, and yet I felt so dead. Ripped inside. 
 
    I had to force my way through the snail of shoppers. I couldn't run through the press of bodies as fast as I needed to. The blackness of St. Thomas's was hounding me, chasing me, the doubt, the truth, reaching out for my heels to trip me, to bring me down, but I couldn't let it. I ran harder, pumping my arms and legs and not caring who got in my way. I pushed them aside, ploughed straight into backs, shouldered past sides and straining bags, and kept running from the end of the rainbow, terrified that the truth would finally catch up with me. 
 
    And every step of the way that voice resurfaced to goad another second out of the timer inside my skull with its one word, Liar. 
 
    The word was everything. 
 
    It left a sour aftertaste in my thoughts. 
 
    Suddenly the street was incredibly claustrophobic and the bodies were there to bring me down. There was no other reason for their being there. My sight was spinning, dizziness swooning up on me. I slipped, thought for one heart-stopping moment that I was going to fall, then caught my balance using the wing of a black cab to keep me on my feet and running. 
 
    The cabby shouted at my back. I didn't hear his words, only his voice, a blaring sound that for one heartbeat brayed louder than any other sound in the street. 
 
    I felt the wetness of the rain mingle with the blood and tears already damp on my cheeks. My breathing was tearing at my lungs. My muscles burning. And I was slowing. My legs tying up. 
 
    I came to the crossroads at a stagger. Wanted desperately to keep going but had to catch my breath. Hands on knees I faced down all three alternatives and didn't like any of them. I didn't see what other choices I had. Left, right or straight on, it made little difference. I forced myself to keep on moving, risking the lights because the road was empty. 
 
    I felt horribly conspicuous with a dead man's blood drying on me. I had to prioritise. I needed a change of clothes and a shower, glasses to hide my eyes and somewhere to think – anything else could wait. People were going to remember seeing me, I couldn't help that, and the Police were bound to come looking soon. I had minutes and no idea how many of them. I couldn't afford to be around when the boys in blue descended; that would mean having to explain the inexplicable when the only answers I had were for all of the wrong questions. I could see their doubting faces, and I understood enough to know they would think I was crazy, and that I had killed the poor priest in St. Thomas's, and how could I say otherwise, who would believe me? 
 
    I was a dead man, if you will pardon the pun. 
 
    I jogged to the phonebox outside the wine stained canopy of the bookshop on the corner, knowing who I was going to call before I got to the payphone. 
 
    Shaking, I fed a palmful of silver into the slot and tapped out my own number back at the flat. Be in, Aimee, come on, I prayed, be in. The phone rang, once, twice, three times. On the forth my answerphone picked up. I listened to my hopeless impersonation of Marvin The Paranoid Android telling me to leave a message if I must, then the tone. I hadn't realised just how awful it was. I felt incredibly vulnerable in the glass box, too exposed. I couldn't stop myself from fidgeting. I must have looked as guilty as Hell. The sooner I was off the streets the better. 
 
    'Aimee, it's me. Pick up the phone.' I waited, but she wasn't in. I kept the message brief: 'This is going to sound pretty whacked out but you are going to have to trust me. Get whatever you can carry, clean clothes, stuff like that and bring it around to Ciaran's. I'll meet you there, okay.' And as an afterthought, 'Everything's going to be all right, I promise.' It sounded clumsy and deceitful, but what was one more deceit? Christ, it was going to bad enough for her getting a message from beyond the grave. 
 
    A leather-clad kid slammed the glass of the door, trying to impress the wraith at his side. It must have worked because I nearly pissed myself. Leather Jacket leered and licked the glass. My heart was still tripping twenty to the dozen. The wraith loomed over his shoulder, her white skin flaking where the makeup was powdering. She smeared blood red lipstick on the glass and then on her paramour. I turned my back on them both and hung up. 
 
    I called Ciaran next. I still didn't have a clue what I was going to say when he answered the phone: 'Hell-oh?' 
 
    'Hi, Ciaran,' I waited for the sound of my voice to sink in. I could hear the soft echo of the open space at the other end of the line, movement of other people, another familiar voice asking who is it? then: 
 
    'Dec?' 
 
    What to say. . ? 
 
    'Yeah, surprise. . .' 
 
    The was a short silence, far from long enough for him to gather himself after the initial shock of hearing my voice. When he spoke he was slightly calmer: 
 
    'Jesus, Declan, where the hell are you?' 
 
    'I'm in a callbox in town,' stating the obvious felt so reassuring. Ciaran would know what to do, he was my big brother and for as long as I could remember he had always known what to do. It's the second unwritten rule of our brotherhood. The first being that a big brother acts as friend and protector. I felt a burning need for both right then. 'I need a favour.' 
 
    'Anything, you know that.' 
 
    He sounded so relieved to hear from me I could have asked for the modern day equivalent of John the Baptist's head on a sliver plate and he would have found a way of getting it to me.I thought you'd beaten me to the punchline for a while there, kiddo. He didn't need to say it, it was there in his voice. 
 
    'I'm in trouble way deep. I need somewhere to crash for a couple of nights. Get myself cleaned up. Talk to Aimee.' There wasn't a great deal more I could say over the telephone. I didn't have to. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    Jesus, Dec. . . Your eyes?' 
 
    I didn't know if it was intended as a question or statement. I touched them tentatively, feeling for the wetness of fresh blood. Nothing there to be scared of, I lied unconvincingly to myself. If anything the scar tissue around the ruined orbs was lessening. The healing process somehow accelerated. Asking no questions, I said a silent thank you. 
 
    I needed a mirror, but self-examination could wait. 
 
    Ciaran grabbed a hold of me in a fierce embrace. We shared tears and tremors; his tears, my tremors. 
 
    I gave him that second, then eased away, holding him at arms’ length. I made him look at me while I looked at him. Saw how frail he was. How pale; waxen. Hollow eyed and gaunt. The scars of his illness had become painfully apparent in the months since I had last seen him, the heartbreak decline had turned his limbs into sticks and bones, the fat and muscle stripped from what had been a lean, taut body. That he had the strength to get out of bed was a miracle in itself. 
 
    I think that was the moment when I finally accepted my big brother was going to die. 
 
    We had all known for a long time, but knowledge and inevitability didn't lessen the blow. 
 
    His sickness mocked him, his fighting against a lost cause, pain-killers an ally he could not have done without. 
 
    He was in the teeth of something that was going to shake him until he died. 
 
    There was no alternative, no happy ending. 
 
    The disease that stalked him was no respecter of youth or beauty, gift or geas. 
 
    Words simply weren't enough. 
 
    I traced the track of a tear on my brother's cheek before pulling him back into another tight hug. 
 
    'I need a coffee,' I murmured, for want of something better to say, leaving so much more to be read into those four words. 
 
    Ciaran nodded, able to cope with the reality of strong black coffee far more comfortably than he could the sudden apparition of his drinking partner. 
 
    We moved through to the kitchen. 
 
    Ciaran had made himself a wonderful home amid a warren of black and white stills and publicity shots for more old movies than could ever have been screened at the old Imperial. I stopped to gaze deeply into the glassy eyes of Rita Hayworth captured in that moment of peeling the long sheer black gloves from her hands. It was an image to stir an emotive cocktail of memories; things shared between brothers: Like the long conversations about wishes and the future that dominated growing up, me obsessed with my music, Ciaran captivated by the images of celluloid, talking about cuts and takes and angles and light in a way that I could never hope to follow. To me, the movies were grand illusions that pretended at depth but lacked exactly that, because when I stood beside the screen as the lights came up I saw that flat expanse of white and knew that my senses had been duped into thinking there was something more there. More to it. Illusion or delusion, it mattered not. 
 
    Like most people, we both compromised on our dreams. 
 
    Ciaran found his talent in words and became a master of illusion in the one way he could never have expected. A poet for the modern world. He bought himself a movie house and moved in. 
 
    Until I saw the Imperial I never understood how anyone could want to live in what was essentially a fleapit. It had been destined to come down after its last incarnation as a Bingo Hall had failed to keep the wolves from the door. Ciaran saw it and fell in love with it. It was as simple as that. Within a month he had taken over the mortgage repayments and had some college friends working on plans to convert the old cinema into the home of his celluloid dreams. 
 
    I left Rita to say quiet hello's to Vivian Leigh, Ingrid Bergman, Ava Gardner, and of course Marilyn. Fliers for Polanski's Death And A Maiden and Demi Moore's latest movies interrupted the gallery of yesterday's heroines. Uma Thurman's black wigged head was a new addition. A life-size cardboard cut-out of Bela Lugosi, arms aloft in classic vampire blood-sucking pose, stood sentinel over the kitchen door. The clash of movie cultures was all the more amusing because I knew how much Ciaran loved to collect other people's junk. Just as long as it had some tenuous link to the movies it had a home in his mausoleum of the moving image. 
 
    'What's going on, Dec?' 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    Do you believe in miracles?' 
 
    A look of uneasy confusion toyed with the lie of Ciaran's pallid face. 'Do I believe in miracles? Jesus, Dec, what is this, some kind of joke?' 
 
    'I need to know.' 
 
    He looked at me, and maybe he glimpsed the real need driving my question. I hoped so. 
 
    'Okay, okay. . . Miracles. . . Oh, boy. . . Like the bread and fish trick, you mean?' Ciaran offered a patronising little smile, shaking his head in that annoying little jiggle he adopted when he was humouring me.He was trying to make light of something he couldn't understand; was afraid to understand. Typically Ciaran. I nodded, but I was thinking more along the lines of Lazarus. I very nearly said as much, but not now, not when he was like this. 
 
    'How much has Aimee told you about what's been happening to me?' 
 
    'Very little. Nothing that made any sense. The crash. You getting stabbed. She thought you were dead. We all did.' 
 
    I took his hand, adding the touch of flesh to the evidence of his eyes. 'This isn't a conversation for the kitchen, believe me.' 
 
    'What's happened to you, Declan? You look like shit.' 
 
    'Probably because I feel like shit. Look, let’s go and sit down somewhere.' 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    Do you remember when we used to lie on our backs in the yard and look up at the stars? That big black infinity peppered with dots of silver? We used to think that anything was possible then. We had dreams. We had imagination. Nothing was going to hold us down. The stars were our map to the possible and we were going to float free and drift among them. We imagined walking on the moon and flying faster than the speed of light. We were explorers. We believed things. 
 
    'We believed in magic.' 
 
    'We were kids, Dec. Kids believe in all that shit.' Ciaran said, dismissively. Ever the pragmatist seeking out the secular explanation. Strange the way his mind so readily embraced celluloid illusion and yet was so dismissive of that innocent magic that was so much of childhood. I imagined him as a father, ticking off a list of fatalities: Santa Claus, dead; the Tooth Fairy, missing in action; the citizens of Oz starving through famine and drought. . . 
 
    I pressed at my temples, smelling the fresh coffee and wishing the person in the chair facing me was that ten year old boy who woke up with angels and played imaginary games of tag with King Kong and Godzilla, not the man that the boy had become… a man with the magic drained out of his heart. 
 
    The coffee fumes weren't helping clear my head any. Already I had chain smoked my way through three cigarettes. I thought about lighting a fourth. I needed to be doing something with my hands. 
 
    Only I could deal with the memories of the past days. It wasn't fair to offload the weight on his fragile shoulders. I knew that. What I didn't know was if I could tell it; how anyone could be expected to believe the things that had happened to me since the tramp stepped out in front of the car. 
 
    The simple act of telling wouldn't make it seem any less delirious. 
 
    What was I supposed to say: You saw my eyesa tramp did that to me. A tramp with razors embedded in his fingers. Cut me open. Stole my eyes. Left me for dead in a gutter. . . No, these aren't mine. An old man who says he is the essence of this city gave me them, they were donated by stray dogs who think I'm some kind of saviour. . . 
 
    Talk like that would move the conversation from the front room to the padded cells of the madhouse and me with it. I couldn't very well ask him to pretend it was make believe like one of his blessed movies. 
 
    Still, in at the deep end: 
 
    'I'm in trouble,' and that was one hell of an understatement, but it was the kind of truth Ciaran could understand. Even if the rest of my life death was beyond him. 
 
    I had my doubts about what I was doing, but I opened up, laid myself bare. Not all of it, but most. I started with my tramp stepping out into the road, the old bag lady with her trolley, the street corner evangelist and the boy with my Hoodoo Man's voice that died in my arms, and there was no going back. My foot was on the black top of my own road to Damascus and the last few days were the out of control truth bearing down on me. 
 
    I was the victim of my own hit and run. 
 
    It was as if fissures had started to appear in my little slice of reality, these fissures opening up onto another similar but altogether different sky. In this other place it was not outrageous or insane for a man called Malachi to be the life and death bloods of a city called Newcastle, an alternative city to the Newcastle that was my every day. In this other place it was not at all surprising that a blind man, a dead blind man raised again like Lazarus, might see with new eyes that witnessed wonders and colours that were absent from his mundane reality, and that these eyes were transfused from the canine world was pure irony. Nothing more. 
 
    I told my story, in my own way teasing open the cracks of unreality that little bit further, offering Ciaran a brief sight of wonderland. He didn't want to see it. He listened, but his eyes, his nervous smile, his tight, uncomfortable movements spoke of concern, not for the danger I was in but for my state of mind. He had no head or heart for wonderland. He was hearing wild fantasy, and that I so obviously believed what I said was scaring him deeply. 
 
    'I'm not mad,' I assured him, but even as I said it all I could think was: Methinks that meladdo doth protest too much. A part of me desperately wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the whole thing. Maybe I was mad. Maybe during that dark glass hour in the hospital I had somehow traversed the Abyss Line into madness, my sanity shattered like a Christmas tree bauble between merciless fingers. Then again maybe I was still lying in the road choking on lungfuls of my own blood. 
 
    Inside my own head I knew I wasn't in any road. 
 
    I had had a glimpse at the backwards land behind the mirror, a snatch of a world our own couldn't hope to compete with. 'I need your help because this isn't just about me,' I said, rising to stand by the window. 'It's about everyone out there, sleeping on the streets tonight.' 
 
    The street was cold, rain transforming it into a domain lacking mercy. I watched as a darkened shadow shuffled by, stooped against the invasive touch of the downpour. I still had things to wrestle with in my own mind before I could phrase them, implications that threatened to undo my simple understanding of good and evil and my supposed place as protector. If what the priest said was in any way true, then a kind of inescapable backwards logic insisted Malachi was part of some secret society that had butchered innocents, culled the poor and the homeless to make way for their own twisted parody of a brave new world. The pendant owned the violence. The pendant was Matthew's, and Matthew was Malachi's. 
 
    Now it was coming round in a vicious full circle, Malachi demanding my protection from the beggar kingdom that threatened to undo his bloody paradise. The blood already spilled was not enough. 
 
    I was in a lethal ‘no win’ situation. If I didn't act as this white knight Malachi seemed to think I was, the old man and his splendours, Matthew and God alone knew how many others, were going to die. And what happened to the city? If Malachi died did that mean a literal undoing for the city itself, or was it a metaphoric one? The brave new world lost to the underbelly of beggars and thieves? I thought of the lost spirits of all of those children walled up in the underground. Did it really matter which way the devastation swung? 
 
    Through no choice of my own I was slap bang in the middle of a fight two hundred years old, and I could see no obvious way out of that apex. I was nailed hand and foot to the cross. 
 
    Let the bastards come pick at my corpse. . . I thought bitterly. 
 
    Frustration had me punch the wall beside the window, hard enough to leave my knuckles hot with the aftertaste of pain. 
 
    'Turn on the television,' I said bleakly, rubbing the moon of my thumb over the ridges of my smarting knuckles. 
 
    Ciaran didn't question my sudden desire for external interference. He turned on the television. We watched the screen in mute appreciation for several minutes, waiting for the news item that had to follow. 
 
    'This is where it gets us,' I said, seeing the smiling face of the vicar of St Thomas's surrounded by a clutch of young bodies at a nameless fund-raiser. If I hadn't walked into his life. . . 
 
    'Turn it up.' 
 
    The report was painfully brief. The priest had been brutally murdered in the knave of his own church, the details were sketchy but the police were interested in talking to a man seen leaving the church some time before the body was discovered at three o'clock, ostensibly to rule him out of their enquiries. The report finished with a wild faced composite that bore little resemblance to my own, but enough for me to see myself in the artist's impression. 
 
    'Turn it off, please.' My eyes were red in the black-faced reflection of the little screen. I had seen too many reminders of mortality in the few days since I had left the hospital. 
 
    He didn't need asking a second time. 
 
    'I killed him,' I began, hoping to make Ciaran understand. Needing to make him understand. 'I walked into his church and demanded answers he couldn't give me. He tried to, but something stopped him. It ripped him apart, Ciaran.' My fingers strayed to the silver bird at my throat. 'It wouldn't have happened if I hadn't gone to him. And it was all because of this!' I broke the leather tie and threw Matthew's gift across the room at him, unable to bear its lifeless weight around my neck a moment longer than I already had. The release was dizzying, euphoric in a hideous kind of way. 
 
    Ciaran caught it and held it. There was no way for him to know the blood debt attached to that bird and the New Dawn it represented, but he instinctively handled it with the respect due something murderous. 
 
    When he looked at me there was something in his eyes, desperation, a need to know. 'Tell me you didn't kill him,' he pleaded. 'Tell me it wasn't you. None of it was you. Tell me and I will believe you.' 
 
    I couldn't. 
 
    I couldn't wash my hands of the man's death. If I hadn't walked into his church demanding answers he wouldn't have been dead. It was as simple and as painful as that for all of them. 
 
    My dead. 
 
    I had killed them as surely as if I had put a knife to their hearts myself. All I needed to do was touch their lives and they ended. 
 
    Who else had died for me? 
 
    Who else was misguided enough to believe I was their saviour? 
 
    We lapsed into silence again; a deeply uncomfortable silence. My lack of denial had violated some sort of unspoken trust between us. Ciaran didn't know what to say to me anymore, what he could say to me. And all I could think to say was that if I hadn't touched that man's life he would have been holding communion instead of appearing on the news. 
 
    I drank my cold coffee without tasting it. 
 
    'What did he have to tell you that was worth dying for?' Ciaran asked, his voice an unwilling intruder in the silence that had fallen between us. 
 
    'He told me a story,' I answered softly. 'How much more than a story it was I don't know.' 
 
    Words. The very fabric of any delusion. Creative and misleading with what they don't say as often as with what they do. 
 
    'I'd like to hear it anyway,' Ciaran offered, that look of desperation clinging to life in his eyes in place of something infinitely darker. He needed me to tell him something sane, and I needed to tell him about secret histories and angry mobs. 
 
    'Well, it's no harder to believe than anything else.' I had been about to add: so what harm can it do. But I had already seen the kind of harm this story could inflict first hand. I bit my tongue. I couldn't help but scan the room for whickering candles. There were none. 'This place,' I said, expansively, meaning Newcastle, meaning England for all I knew, 'has an evil history.' 
 
    An evil history. . . I told Ciaran the priest's tale of that vile night of madness and the New Dawn. 
 
    'That bird in your hand was their emblem.' 
 
    'It can't be true,' Ciaran said, obviously finding it painful to relinquish his grip on pragmatism, but the horror of the priest's story was undiluted by a second telling. 'Tell me it's a joke,' he said, unwilling to give up on reassurance… on the world we had both grown up with. 
 
    'I wish to God I could,' I murmured, 'but what's worse, I think it is coming around again.' 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    We didn't act like brothers. 
 
    Too much time spent in brooding quiet. Too much time mulling over the insanity of my blurted confession. Hearing it out loud was a new experience for me as well, remember. I think he believed me. Not all of him, and not all of it, but I think he believed in me. It was as much as I might have hoped for. 
 
    Maybe that bond hadn't been broken after all. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    The sing song chiming of the doorbell. 
 
    Aimee. 
 
    As selfish as it sounds, I had forgotten about her. 
 
    I lurked at the top of the stairs while Ciaran went down to let her in. I was terrified. More than anything, I wanted to clatter down and hug her so fiercely she burst at the seams, then I wanted to take that embrace until she melted into me, but I didn't dare. Too much had happened for me to suddenly appear like the ghost of Bob Marley, clanking my chains, so I waited anxiously for her to come to me. 
 
    I touched the scars around my eyes, glad I hadn't thought to cover them with dark glasses this time. Glad I was to meet her hiding nothing, none of my experiences, none of my nightmares. I would meet her as everything I was, saviour and damnation, flesh and blood and weakness all. 
 
     She looked rough. Like she hadn't seen the warm side of a duvet for the best part of a week. The neglect was painfully apparent in the way she carried herself. Lines were deeply etched into the waxy flesh around her eyes and mouth, none of them from laughter. The tears weren't far away. The black roots showed through the bleached crop. She looked raw, that was it, as if something inside her, the joie de vivre, had died under that bridge with me. I shouldn't have been surprised, but I was. I had expected her to look exactly the same as she had the last time I saw her. The unchanged woman. 
 
    Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose. 
 
    The guilt was both sudden and acute. 
 
    Instinctively, I moved to embrace her, to show her I was real, alive. To try and rekindle that spark, make her into the Aimee that I had loved so unreasoningly. That I still loved so unreasoningly. 
 
    But it was as though she hadn't seen me, or recognised me. As if I were someone else. An impostor claiming to be her dead lover. She recoiled, eyes wide and shockingly wild, fearful of my venomous touch. 
 
    Her fear was like the keen edge of a knifeblade. 
 
    After hearing the abruptness of Matthew's summary death sentence on my old life, I hadn't thought I'd ever see her again, but what must she have thought? To see me beaten like that, stabbed and left for dead. . . 
 
    It was no beautiful thing to be shared between lovers, and as much as it hurt, I understood her uneasiness all too easily. 
 
    Sensing the awkwardness, Ciaran left us alone, but even alone neither one of us could talk. 
 
    More of that damned silence. 
 
    It was the first time I truly felt like a ghost revisiting the haunts of my old life. 
 
    I was unwanted here, not because of who I was or what I was, but because my presence reopened the wounds… because of the vulnerability it demanded. To accept that it was me standing before her meant that Aimee had to come to terms with losing me again, going through the trauma, the grief, the loss again. Suddenly she was facing the uncertainty of a future with me instead of the certainty of a future without me. 
 
    Not for the first time, I realised I should have stayed well away from someone else's life. 
 
    This wasn't fair on either one of us. 
 
    I couldn't stand this being with her and not being with her at the same time. 
 
    I lit that fourth cigarette and inhaled deeply, exhaling the used smoke through the 'O' made by holding the cigarette between thumb and forefinger. I looked for faces in the smoke. It was an old game. We used to play it together. I suppose I hoped we would both find the same one and that joint discovery would make something happen between us. 
 
    It didn't. 
 
    Three uncomfortable hours passed like that, neither one of us able to build even the shakiest of bridges to span the gulf that had opened between us. 
 
    I sat on the windowsill, looking through at the darkness outside, a pale reflection of the darkness within. 
 
    A ghost. 
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    I set the taps to running, closed the bathroom door and peeled off my second skin of begrimed and bloodied clothes. It felt good to be free of them, nakedness luxuriant in the pleasant warmth of the small room as the steam billowed forth from the old brass mixers. 
 
    I hunkered down to sluice the water around the tub with the hair jug, evening out the distribution of hot and cold. The top-scale of the thermostat on Ciaran's hot water boiler was broken, so hot frequently meant boiling, and a long wallow in a hot bath was an indulgence I had been craving for the last hour of my windowsill vigil. 
 
    My arms, my legs, my whole body ached. I could feel the tenseness in every square inch of flesh and nerve. The ephemeral touch of the steam was no replacement for the skill of Aimee's gentling fingers. 
 
    I left the bath to fill itself just over the three quarters mark, making allowances for Archimedes and Ciaran's carpet. 
 
    I had smuggled his old boom-box in with some clean clothes, bringing Nina Simone along to keep me company while I submerged beneath the eddies. I left the volume low, deliberately letting the restrained sensuality of Nina's vocal mingle with the thickening steam. It was music to fall in love to, and it was music to be lonely with. To be empty with. To despair with. 
 
    I stopped the taps and sank into the deep heat of the water, sliding down until it covered everything but the flare of my nostrils. I stayed that way, listening to a very different Nina through the weight of the water and the rhythmic accompaniment of my heart, until my trapped breath exploded out of my lungs in a waterspout of bubbles and I had no choice but to surface. 
 
    There was a disorientating half-second when the sounds of the room couldn't make it past the build up of water in my ears. I shook my head and wiped my eyes with wet fingers. 
 
    The water felt good and it was washing away the dirt and the dried blood. I lay back and let my fingers explore the scar tissue where the bedstead had forced doors through my stomach walls. It was tender, aggravated to a pinkish hue by the heat of the water, but it was visibly healing. And my head. The plates of my skull felt slightly depressed, the skin ridged with tender scar tissue again, but there was no cavity into me. 
 
    That truly was a miracle, and my association of miracles with goodness and things holy made it difficult to think of Matthew and Malachi as the bad guys in all of this, despite everything else that I knew. 
 
    As long as I kept my fingers in contact with those healing wounds it was easy to think someone was feeding me a line. Playing me like a string puppet; quick jig this way, skip step that way and none the wiser in between. 
 
    I wiped the layer of condensation off Ciaran's shaving mirror and took a long hard look at what I saw. 
 
    A face; an amorphous pink blob, really. 
 
    It was me. 
 
    That reflection always had been me, and it always would be me. 
 
    My eyes looked sore, a little puffy, a little strange, but they didn't look wrong. They didn't single me out as a freak. Forgivable if I had come out on the wrong end of a hiding, I thought, touching the soft flesh beneath them, testing the firmness of my cheekbones. Fine. 
 
    I rescued an orange razor from the soapdish, lathered my face and carefully shaved off a quarter inch of irritatingly scratchy stubble, still managing to draw a copious amount of blood from my neck for all my care. 
 
    Feeling cleaner for that little exorcism, I couldn't resist taking a huge swallow of air and submerging again. 
 
    I always remember hearing that Harry Houdini could hold his breath underwater for seven minutes or something ridiculous like that. I counted the duration of my own sinking with considerably fewer seconds, coming up for air after a slow count of ninety-three. 
 
    Aimee had slipped in while I was under. 
 
    She looked more sure of herself, a tentative smile on her lips as she eased the bolt into place. 
 
    I held my breath again, wishing silently as she knelt down beside the bath. I looked into her eyes, this time knowing what she saw when she looked into mine. I tried to find a smile of my own, started to say: 'I love you,' but she placed two fingers on my lips to stop me. 
 
    This was her moment, her reconciliation. 
 
    'You're still alive,' she said, a breath. 
 
    I was crying. I hurt so much I was crying. 
 
    And I couldn't let that breath out because it was the most precious thing in the world. 
 
   
  
 



Silence Beautiful Cry 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    There were no words between us still, though now the silence was because words were unnecessary. 
 
    Silently, Aimee loosened the silver buckle of her belt and then the buttons on her black jeans, peeling out of the skin tight denim in a sinuous perfection of motion. Her skin was alabaster pale, the tattoo of coiled lovers the only colour on her bare thigh, their intimacy a palpable promise of pleasure.Beneath the jeans, she wore a faded pair of my old boxers dotted with washed out faces of the Pink Panther; typically me. Without taking her eyes off my nakedness, Aimee slipped her hands inside the waistband and eased the borrowed boxers down over her hips, stepping out of them. 
 
    The tattooed lovers coupled erotically with the flexing muscles beneath the alabaster, the artist's creation pursuing the tantalising languor of sex in a manner surely unplanned, as she stepped into the bath and straddled me, still wearing her baggy black sweater and everything underneath. 
 
    A waterfall spilled over the side of the tub and I couldn't have cared less. Her fingers touched my lips, traced my broadening smile, caressed my cheek, my neck, trailing a delicious line to my nipples. I made to match her motion but she eased my hands away, leaning in to gently bite at the skin her fingers had so recently vacated. 
 
    I wanted the flood of sensations her mouth brought on to last forever. Her skin smelled faintly of rose petals, an inviting sweetness that invaded my every pore. The touch of her tongue and teeth conjured a deluge of memories, scents, images, sounds, feelings to dispel the ghosts that had taken residence inside my mind those past days. 
 
    Her fingers rested on my shoulderblades, gentle pressure points holding them back as her mouth moved up to nuzzle into the soft flesh of my nape, then danced lower as the nuzzling intensified, play making way for hunger. I felt the full touch of her hands on me, still teasingly light as she drew me on. Holding me like that, Aimee's lips parted to kiss mine. I was breathing heavily, for that second tasting her hunger on my tongue, a delicious thrill that set tiny aftershocks to tremble through my entire body. 
 
    Almost as soon as the kiss had begun her mouth had moved on with its explorations, intimately relearning every contour and angle of my flesh. 
 
    The sight of Aimee half in, half out of that drenched sweater, black wool shaping itself around her as she shaped herself around me, the intensely erotic taste of her desire, the feel of the still hot water breaking on my skin, the sultry voice of Nina Simone, that faint hint of rose petals, all of them combining to make strange things happen to me. Her body and its heady mix of passions something for my hands, my eyes, my mouth to savour. 
 
    Her hands kneading my head through wet hair. 
 
    And then she was moving with a purpose, her explorations directed by that need, that hunger that had brought us both this far. 
 
    She took my hand in hers, raised it slowly to her lips, drew my index finger in, out, in between teasing teeth. Eyelids closed, her head tilted back on a swan's neck, Aimee licked the length of my fingers as I eased them down her neck. Both hands meeting at her waist, I eased them beneath the ride of her sweater, slowly, slowly up, my thumbs making tiny circles on her taut belly, to the shallow rise and fall of her breasts, the different skin of her nipples. 
 
    She offered me her smile and that was what I had missed most. 
 
    Her back arched as she moved her hips to accommodate me, her hand guiding me into her body with an urgency, a fragile moan and a deep, deep breath as she made the penultimate surrender of her body, and suddenly we were both moving with the same purpose, making love with the same frightening hunger, the same need, our bodies caught up in a perfection of motion to match the tattooed lovers, and despite the tender prelude, the sex was harsh, animalistic, desperate, our cries too close to pain as we gave ourselves over to it. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    Its essence: 
 
    Sex and death. 
 
    Death and sex. 
 
    The two irrevocably joined in the single act like the lovers they are. 
 
    A moment for ourselves. A selfish moment where pleasure is all and everything. A confirmation of the flesh in the most carnal of ways. 
 
    And it was good. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    I can't go home,' I told Aimee, not wanting to explore the limitations of my resurrection in a bathtub of cold water, but not seeing a satisfactory way to evade the issue of what happened next. 
 
    We had some pretty damned basic things to talk about, things dictated by the bounds of the city and their effects on my body. 
 
    Aimee's head rested on my chest, listening to my heartbeat, or the remembered ghost of my heartbeat. Her fingers light on my arm. 
 
    The cold water was making me cold, but I wasn't about to move and put distance in the place of that closeness. Nina's voice might have gone, but I had Aimee to keep me company. Aimee and the mounting sounds of the night outside; the engines, people, rain. When the music stopped there was always those same night sounds to fill the emptiness left behind. There was some small comfort there, in the familiarity. 
 
    'Not back to the flat. Not across the river.' Not explaining, simply stating. 
 
    That night, at least, we had Ciaran's. 
 
    Aimee didn't raise a 'but'; she waited for me to go on, to tell it in my own time. I tangled my fingers in her wet hair, smiling at the recent memory that saw the bath water gradually turn blue-black as the sweater's dye spread through it. Both our skins had been dyed that same ghastly hue. 
 
    Not across the river. . . 
 
    'Let's run some fresh water,' I suggested, thinking about what I was asking Aimee to give up. 
 
    'They're just walls,' she assured me, reading a fragment of the thoughts weighing down my mind. 'Home is about warmth, Declan, it’s not the place that's warm. It's not about the things around you, or familiarity. It's about us being together. A cardboard box under a flyover could be home if the warmth was shared. If it was our warmth.' 
 
    I kissed the top of her head, knowing she meant it, knowing she would give up everything if sharing a cardboard box meant we could cheat death a while longer. 
 
    That helped me feel the same way. 
 
    We stayed that way for as long as we could bear with the promise of warmth and the brass taps so close to hand. 
 
    Pulling the plug, I refilled the bath with more of Ciaran's searing water and turned Nina’s cassette over. With her between us to play gooseberry there wouldn't be any awkward silences when my side of the conversation broke down, as I knew it would… only Nina reminding us not to smoke in bed or playing little girl blue for her audience of two. Aimee knew me well enough to know what I was doing, but didn't make me feel lousy for doing it. She peeled the rest of her clothes off and sank into the bath with me, soothing soap into our bluish skins. 
 
     We lay there, skin on skin, and I told my story again. Parts of it she already knew, some too well, but repetition didn't hurt: it brought things home, showed the links I wanted to show. It still sounded every bit as crazy as it had telling Ciaran, but this time it was different, because Aimee had seen my downfall… because part of her desperately wanted to believe in the glimpse of wonderland I offered to counterpoint frightened memories of the Oz Parasites and the corruption they represented, and because, in some horrible way, the worst aspects of it were all starting to make a grim kind of sense. 
 
    'You can't stand back and let them die.' Ever the idealist, she meant it. It was that black and white to her. 'Not if you can do something to prevent it. It's murder, Declan. However you dress it up, it's still murder.' 
 
    It was, and I knew it was. That only made things more complicated than they already were, because my world had stopped being black and white. All of a sudden everything was a turgid shade of grey. I didn't know who to believe. Who to trust. Which way to turn. 
 
    I needed an anchor… a foundation to begin building on top of, and there were these nagging doubts preventing that security from being put down: 
 
    'What if the priest was right. What if the man who brought me back to life murdered hundreds of innocent souls in his ascendancy? Does that one act of atonement cancel out the murders? I can't believe that it does. I can't believe in forgiveness for atrocity. There has to be justice. Retribution. Why should I defend a murderer, because he is weak now and can't defend himself? Surely it’s right to watch natural law see him undone in violent retribution. An eye for an eye? Jesus Christ, if he did it, I keep thinking why don't I kill him myself? I know where he is, what he's done. ' 
 
    'Because you're not a killer,' she whispered into my chest, quietness owed to uncertainty. I was back, yes, but was I the same man? Was I a classically trained jazz pianist in way over my shoulders, or was I something new? A creature with murderous tendencies of my own? That doubt lingered. 
 
    And inside me, the unvoiced fear: If Malachi dies, what happens to me? 
 
    Was my resurrection tied to his survival. 
 
    Even then, in my heart of hearts, I suspected it was, and that Malachi had known all along that he held the trump card in this last call, because I would fight for myself, wouldn't I? 
 
    I hated the smugness of that voice inside my head. 
 
    Despite the water, a rash of goosebumps crept across my flesh. 
 
    I felt sick. 
 
    'I'm not a killer,' I agreed. 'But I'm a poor man's saviour. I can't fight with swords or guns. I can't make magic. I'm not one of them.' 
 
    Which translated to: how could I defend him. What could I do against my tramp and his kind? 
 
    Liar, liar, liar. . . 
 
    Do you remember what it feels like to be betrayed. . . 
 
    'No,' Aimee agreed. 'But you are a good man, and that counts for something. You can't stand by and watch slaughter, it's not in your nature. Don't forget what we owe Matthew and Malachi for our second chance, talk to them, give them the chance to defend themselves. You have to believe in something, Declan. To me, Malachi seems like a good thing to believe in.' 
 
    'But what if-' 
 
    'What if there were no risks and the world was good and evil and nothing between, right?' She was shaking her head. I knew she was smiling, I could feel her cheeks on my chest. 
 
    Maybe she was right, maybe I was being taken in by layer upon layer of deceit. . . 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    We made love again that night, gentle refamiliarisation of bodies, neither one of us wanting to close our eyes in sleep in case when we awoke the dream was over. 
 
    The bed clothes tangled around my sweating limbs, chasing the Artex whorls on the ceiling with my eyes, listening to the gentle keening of the wind beyond the window. Aimee's breathing. 
 
    The sound of the wind. Shadows from the world outside, the faint glow of the streetlights casting restless silhouettes. And somewhere out there, somewhere in the night, I heard the faint, mournful call of a train's whistle. 
 
    Bearing more runaways. . ? 
 
    I made a decision. 
 
    I would stick by my original promise to Malachi; I wouldn't fight, not physically, but I would do something. 
 
    The train's cry gave me an idea what. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    In the morning we occupied ourselves with a procession of very normal things; a breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon and hash browns, strong black coffee to wash it down; music and the news of the world on the radio; conversation at its most mundane; flat-hunting, Aimee scanning the property section of the local rag; Ciaran running down the listings in the forthcoming attractions. 
 
    After breakfast, we made appointments to see three promising flats in the city centre before lunch and promised a rendezvous with Ciaran for a bite at The Lotus House, a jack of all menus eatery on High Bridge Street. 
 
    Suspending his disbelief, Ciaran promised a practical avenue of research, visiting shelters and such to test out the list of names I had given him; Crohak, Sephuentes, Drake, Malachi, and Matthew. 
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    If I were to look up the meaning of the word luxury in the Oxford English I'm pretty sure it would say something like: expensive, very comfortable. 
 
    Within an hour of traipsing around the low spots of Newcastle it was readily apparent that the property section's advertisers had freely corrupted the term to mean: expensive, not a bedsit, and occasionally has own central heating. 
 
    The flats we looked at were squalid, the walls alive with cultures, the jumble sale furniture flea-ridden and threadbare. All of the would-be Rackman's made a point of saying: 'No pets, and definitely no children are allowed. Too much trouble.' 
 
    I had forgotten just how depressingly fruitless an activity looking for somewhere to live was. 
 
    The adverts had their own indecipherable codes, the images conjured by the words never even remotely like the bricks and mortar at the end of the rainbow. 
 
    Very quickly, after the second squalid encounter, we decided to stop phoning after anything advertising itself as less than designer status. Not because we could afford designer prices or had designer pretensions. We needed the extra room for the junk we had managed to accumulate and experience told us that nothing short of ‘designer spacious’ would have enough room for us to swing our respective cats in. 
 
    Lunch was a pessimistic affair of noodles and water chestnuts, Ciaran's pilgrimage no more fruitful than our own as it turned out. 
 
    I imagined I could see the doubt so briefly suspended beginning to resurface in my brother's face. I couldn't blame him. 
 
    'I found a lot of blank stares,' he confided, after we had had our five minute rant about the hovels we had wasted the morning visiting. 'And a lot of tight lips.' 
 
    I read the unspoken subtext as the less obvious one: Either the homeless world of the streets was unaware of what was living in its name, which after everything else I found difficult to swallow, or Crohak and his cronies had their silence well and truly bought with razors, bicycle chains and meat hooks. 
 
    That just hardened my midnight resolve. 
 
    I had to find a way amongst them. I had to find a way of being accepted amongst the street people. That meant more than a visit to the charity shopfor a moth-eaten great coat and taking a breadknife to the rest of my wardrobe. I needed a backdoor into the street culture that wouldn't announce my presence like a beacon and wind up getting me killed by Crohak's Oz Parasites all over again. 
 
    'All the evidence points to me being barking mad.' I tried, unsuccessfully, to make it sound like a joke. I offered a misbegotten little smile and a slight shrug. 
 
    Ciaran disagreed. 'You weren't there, Dec. You didn't see the way they suddenly clammed up whenever I mentioned those names. The reverential looks that took possession of their eyes. It was fucking frightening, kiddo. They know what's happening and they're hungry for it.' 
 
    Not all of them, surely, I thought, and then I didn't want to think any further through the ramifications of Ciaran's words. 
 
    They know what's happening and they're hungry for it. 
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    Aimee circled another promising sounding flat in the lunchtime edition of The Gazette and placed it on the table between us. 
 
    Theatre Village: Newly renovated spacious open plan accommodation in private complex, all natural floorboards, sparse furnishings, fully fitted kitchen, gas central heating. Fully alarmed. Grounds patrolled by on-site security. Private parking. Short term tenancy. Suit professional couple. 
 
    'It can't hurt to look,' I agreed, fully expecting the spacious open plan accommodation to be an attic with a hole in the roof that cost £800 per month for its tag as a prime piece of real estate. I could feel the beginnings of a headache coming on, money-induced. 
 
    Aimee phoned after the ad and arranged a viewing for that afternoon, giving us a few hours to unwind before we had to clamber back onto the treadmill again. 
 
    In that time we did all the things we used to love doing: milkshakes from McDonalds, leap-froging the bollards around the Monument, walking arm in arm around the lake at Castle Leazes, feeding the ducks soggy bread, but some unidentifiable piece of the magic was missing, almost as if we were trying too hard to fall in love again. To be easy with each other. 
 
    I squeezed Aimee's hand as we walked. Hand in hand the only way to walk, slowly, the hands between us swinging just slightly. 
 
    An ordinary young couple still very much in love; that's how we must have looked from the outside, but from the inside you didn't have to look too closely to see the tension that kept muscles knotted, one last barrier still to be scaled. My headache wasn't getting any better. 
 
    The park at Castle Leazes is one of Newcastle's best kept secrets. In the shadow of the football ground it offers up a little slice of Utopia for children, adults and lovers. Blue water and boats, green leaves and acorns, footsteps and kisses. It's a place to fall in love and offer impossible promises. A place to forget there ever was an outside world. 
 
    Fathers played with sons and daughters while mothers read romance in the shade. 
 
    The looks we shared caught my heart and wrung the darkness out of it. Our eyes soothed, said everything was going to be all right. Given time. Time that could be stretched and squashed, pushed and pulled and made to fit but couldn't be promised. 
 
    'Don't ever leave me,' Aimee said, giving up on her attempts to feed a peevish duck with a chunk of bread borrowed from little girl at the lakeside. The youngster laughed to see the duckling turn its beak up at Aimee's bread in favour of the sweaty chocolate she offered to coax it away. 
 
    'Traitor,' I said, with a wink to the sweet toothed duck, not letting the rash promise Aimee was looking for slip through my lips. I held her close, kissed the tip of her nose. 'Come on, let's walk. We've got a home to find, remember.' 
 
    The walk from the lake down to the TheatreVillage was improved by the day's sun, the red brick and mortar of the buildings turned golden, the road molten. The only thing to spoil it, was Ciaran's disturbing insight walking in our footsteps, his words our longest shadow on a glorious day. 
 
    The building itself looked like an inverted shoebox – only two angles away from a coffin, I thought to myself. It was that new anaemic brick with jollified spars of colour that had delusions of being mock-Tudor. Nice enough in a soulless kind of way. The security gates were locked and I couldn't see any sign of the private parking the advert promised. I was all ready to chalk it up as disappointment number four when camouflaged roller doors chuntered into life and an expensive piece of male pride purred out of the underground garage. 
 
    The security doors opened automatically to let the beast out and us in. 
 
    Aimee announced our imminent arrival on the intercom and a dislocated voice suggested we take the lift to the top, promising to meet us there. 
 
    'No way are we going to be able to afford this,' I muttered, watching the floor indicators tick by. Even the bloody lift was closer to luxury than the flats we had seen that morning. Roomier, too. 
 
    'Be nice,' Aimee said, jabbing me in the ribs with a sharp elbow for my pains as the door opened on our hermetically sealed vacuum. 
 
    'Aimee and Declan, right?' 
 
    Tasteless tie, braces and spats were my first impression of the Cheshire Cat grin that greeted us out of the lift. 
 
    'First time,' I said, offering my hand. 
 
    His shake was clammy. 
 
    'Good to meet you. I'm Nathan.' 
 
    My instant character assassination had Nathan labelled as another upthrusting advertising executive of the kill or be killed school. Thirty seconds in the man's presence and I was already amusing myself with invented reasons for his North Eastern exile. Not a good start. 
 
    With a 'Walk this way,' Nathan ushered us towards an open door with that fixed smile of his. 
 
    Aimee's elbow dug into my ribcage before I could fall into my bottomless Groucho Marx and Monty Python repertoire. 
 
    Smiling mischievously, I followed her through the door, knowing she would want it before both feet were over the threshold. 
 
    It was like another world: polished floorboards and so much open space, glass and black blinds all down one side with a view of the gabled rooftops below, the kitchen and bathroom in alcoves off the main room. The furniture was at a premium, a huge Scandinavian bed, a black leather sofa, metal pipe bookcases lined with compact discs and tapes as a divide between living and sleeping areas, a coffee table with coffee table magazines, a cinema sized television and a space age hi-fi. There were no pictures and no plants and it fairly stank of money. 
 
    'It used to be one of the old bonded warehouses. It was converted into flats a couple of years ago,' Nathan explained. 'Want a coffee?' 
 
    I said yes, Aimee said no. 
 
    Nathan disappeared through the kitchen arch to grind the beans. 
 
    'We can't afford it,' I whispered to Aimee in response to that look in her eye, knowing I was on a loser before I started. 
 
    'You don't know that.' 
 
    I walked over to the windows. Looking out, I felt like a voyeur spying on the city below. I could see into the rooms of seven flats without particularly looking and the ant farm of people milling on the pavements nine floors down. I had an uninterrupted view to the brewery house and the copper sea-horses of Civic Centre to the north and the portico of the Central Station to the south and everything in between was crystal clear. 
 
    You couldn't put a price on a vista like that. 
 
    'Some view,' Nathan said, appearing behind me with the coffees. 
 
    'Pretty spectacular,' I agreed, taking mine. 
 
    'It's perfect,' Aimee whispered into my ear, circling her arms around my waist. 
 
    Nathan smiled, reading her body language loud and clear. 
 
    She was already planning the flat warming party. 
 
   
  
 



Eight 
 
      
 
    As it turned out Nathan’s sky scraping apartment wasn't just out of our price range. It was way out of our price range, the pound sign piloting Columbia out of the stratosphere with a vapour trail of mad money in its wake, but the pounds and pennies hurdle didn't matter to Aimee. She had her heart set on rebuilding our lives nine floors above the city. 
 
    I made some excuse about needing a moment alone to mourn the passing of my solvency and left her to take care of the arrangements for the move. My head felt like it was going to explode. 
 
    Buskers were out on the streets, drawn like flies by the sun. Buskers and beggars. 
 
    Plate glass reflected the sun and the shade like oil slicks. Cars grubbed along the streets in slow moving snails, engines and tempers overheating. 
 
    I walked with a purpose, my eyes fixed on the ancient clock set into the station's portico, the minute hand marking off my life with jerky motion. 
 
    Newcastle Central Station, haven for the city's huge population of drunkards, derelicts, and the segment I was interested in, runaways. The dome is a huge, lofty vault suffused with the echoes of past times bustle. It is also one of the loneliest places hewn by man, crammed with automatons that idly ignore the shames of the feebly crayoned 'hungry, homeless and helpless' cardboard signs in favour of microwaved hamburgers and brunch muffins from the Express Café. 
 
    The station is a gateway. 
 
    A place where those running to somewhere pass through and a place where others running from somewhere arrive. 
 
    Its shell emphasised all of Malachi's arguments in one sweep, the old ticket barriers and ticket booths gone to make way for a glass air bubble with automatic doors and neon lights to make an uneasy alliance of modernity and granite facings, serpentine girders and fluted archways. 
 
    I bought a rancid cup of coffee and settled down in one of the Express Café's more uncomfortable orange plastic seats to watch the world pass me by in a bustle of afternoon passengers. 
 
    Over on the side wall an antique one armed bandit chunked out a handful of copper coins to the delighted squeal of the shapeless girl with lipstick eyes feeding it. 
 
    At the table across from the bandit a dirty looking woman who wheezed like a clapped out shunter and coughed every few seconds, laboured over The Gazette's quick crossword, tutting and shaking her hair-netted head between blows as she scratched some wisdom out to make way for another five letter word meaning hopeless. 
 
    A clutch of school kids cluttered up most of the smoking corner with their bags and briefcases, squawking about everything and nothing. 
 
    By them, a young couple sat wrapped in each other, fingers entwined, whispering sweet secrets between stolen kisses. 
 
    Behind the counter a plump middle-aged woman with silver grey hair and an easy smile leaned down to reach for something and smiled her smile for another customer. 
 
    I found myself looking at the dilapidated lattice work of the roof above my head, at the flaking green paint on the benches, at the pigeons picking at the smearing of vomit on the pavement and the starlings sheltering in the nooks and crannies, stooped and curled, tiny feet firm on thin, rusting girders, tasting the rich, gritty aromas of every day and loving every one of them. 
 
    It didn't take long for the café to become crowded with a motley assortment of normality filing in to occupy its plastic seats. It was as good a place as any to watch the old world pass by. 
 
    An empty burger box jitterbugged to the tune of the wind, its dance carrying it onto the tracks in front of the next train. 
 
    The overhead tannoy announced the imminent arrival of the Glasgow Central train on platform nine. 
 
    The sound of wheels on track was muted by the thick glass but it was still jarringly loud. 
 
    I rolled myself a smoke and lit it, watching the procession of hopefuls and hopeless as they filed off the latest arrival. I finger-rubbed small circles on my temples, trying to work out the headache as I scanned the rows of blank faces shuffling past, looking for the one emotion I gambled would be lurking behind at least one set of eyes: The hunger. 
 
    Businessmen in suits, mothers with children and emotional baggage, students weighed down by ridiculous sacks, and an ebony skinned boy in his denim jacket and pink baseball cap, so obviously on his own. A boy with that look burning in his eyes, drawn to this place by some instinct he couldn't refuse. 
 
    'My lucky number,' I said to the crossword lady with a wink: 'Nine down, coup de main,' and went out onto the platform to watch my ebony skinned boy taste the grit and the smoke of Newcastle for the first time as he orientated himself, knowing my retaliation had arrived in the guise of a thirteen year old boy lost on platform nine. 
 
    His skin was perfect, the rich ebony making his eyes look unnaturally white with its perfection. His white jeans rumpled around the flapping tongues of his oversized basketball boots, too long for his growing legs. The cap was on backwards, the bill digging into the nape of the boy's neck, hair cropped close to the scalp beneath it. 
 
    He put his backpack down between his legs and looked about, scrutinizing the blank faced commuters for a sign that one of them had come to meet him off the train. 
 
    No one had. 
 
    Disappointment creased his smooth skin. Loneliness wasn't part of the plan that had put him on the train to Newcastle. 
 
    He took a cigarette packet from his jacket and teased one between his lips, still looking about until he locked eyes with a puffed-up porter who was forcibly ushering a wino with a 'help me' card out of the station. The boy locked horns and held his ground as if he expected a challenge from the self-important official, lighting the cigarette with the blue tipped flame from his petrol lighter. 
 
    The porter pushed too hard and the wino's cap spilled its contents, about twenty five pence in mixed copper and small silver. The poor bugger was shaking, trying to break from the porter's grip to get his change but the guy was having none of it. When the wino twisted again the porter put a fist into his gut hard enough to double him up; the porter's grip the only thing keeping him from falling. Very deliberately, he spat in the wino's face. 
 
    The afternoon's commuters were equally deliberately ignoring the scene, not seeing officialdom's spitting punches because they were something they didn't want to see. 
 
    But not the boy. He crushed his barely smoked cigarette underfoot and ran straight at the porter. It was a giddily hallucinogenic moment, the distance between us seemed to contract and the track lighting was suddenly flickering in and out of neon. Only it wasn't an effect of the lighting. I felt myself begin to swoon. I pressed a hand to my eyes, feeling the pressure that had built up inside them. Blood pressed up behind my corneas in an agonizing haemorrhage swell. Feeling giddy, sick, I started to move. In that disorientating second the boy was on the porter, swinging his bag around in a vicious arc that ended at the man's head. The porter didn't see it coming, and took the full force of the backpack in the face. He went down like a felled tree, holding his nose, blood oozing through the chinks in his fingers. 
 
    The boy drove a disabling kick between the porter's curled legs before he dropped his sack and gathered together the wino's scattered change. No one else moved. He pressed the coins into the grateful derelict's trembling hands and turned to lace a basketball booted foot into the porter's face before he grabbed his sack and bolted out under the station's main arches, looking back once to check who was chasing. 
 
    Only me, and I was too far away for him to see, I was sure. 
 
    A rumpled suit was helping the porter to his feet as I dodged around spectators and sour looks. Step by step I felt as though I were struggling to keep my head above the press of the crowd as it jostled and elbowed and gawked. I pressed harder on my eyes, because I couldn't focus and because I saw more than simply faces, I saw rings, like smoke, hanging over their heads, colours bleeding from the bodies into the smoke. 
 
    It almost made me scream. I was under the main arches of the portico, but the roof seemed to have given out, colours beyond my wildest imaginings were sprouting from gutters and drains and mechanisms and cornices, licks of smoke curling towards the vault of the heavens. The last time I had seen these colours they had been inside Malachi and I had been falling, falling. . . The sensation was distressingly similar. All around me plumes of coloured smoke were rising from the flesh of ignorant commuters, some subdued, others alive with peacock ribbons. 
 
    Fires burned in the eyes that shone with blind intensity. 
 
    I couldn't see the boy for the smoke of others. 
 
    Something, a pulse of red, flickered across the roof with dizzying rapidity. My legs tied up, my head tilted up. The pressure against my right eye finally eased as something burst, glazing more than half of the vaulted ceiling with a thin patina of scarlet, and suddenly confronting me with twin realities seen through different eyes. Through my left eye, the mundane, the world I had eaten, slept and breathed all of my life, and through my right that hideous other world of glass Malachi had unveiled, where everything was so full of colour. 
 
    I staggered, bowed under the weight of it. 
 
    I was no white knight to be manipulated in this crazy game of chess. 
 
    The wino was at my side, his leathery, lined face ashen. His skin smelt stale. His hair was falling out in clumps, balls of it clinging to the shoulders of his filthy coats. 
 
    'Help me,' he begged. 'Take me out of here. . .' He clutched hold of my sleeve with one hand, clawing, pulling, as he pointed towards the Westgate Road exit. Flakes of dry, colour-blanched skin curled away from his knuckles like a bizarre shedding. 
 
    Was it possible that he saw what I saw? The possibility shook me. 
 
    Other bodies around us were being robbed of their colour, their skin blanching until all the pigmentation that remained was a sickly colourless hue. Slowly, the flesh beneath began to do the same. 
 
    I turned, pulling the wino more forcefully than I intended, and started to push my way toward the exit, not caring who blocked my path. 
 
    As we reached the mock-Doric archway the wino shrieked, hands thrust up before his face as if he were trying to shield his eyes or his skin from the insidious touch of sunlight. 
 
    I saw two things: in my left eye, the sunlight and the street; in my right, a thick glaze of red like a membranous sac that was growing over the exit through the archway, pulsing, throbbing. Channels like veins seemed to be forcing colour through the screen. There was no red sac, I knew. The nauseous effect was somehow linked to the film of blood glazing my right eye. 
 
    That knowledge didn't stop me, I closed my left eye to shut out reality and tried to touch the miracle, to feel the ridges and bumps of the jellied blood vessels growing across the station's exit. My head filled with screams which carried a kind of blind panic that made my skin clammy. I released my grip on the wino, closed both my eyes and stepped into the sac, knowing it wasn't there in the world I was walking in, knowing that the hallucination was brought on by the haemorrhage, but still expecting to feel the slick membrane envelop me like a jellied glove, blocking my nose with pulsing plugs, filling my ears, suffocating me. 
 
    The world smelt ripe, my senses picking out the cloying tang of exhaust fumes, the bouquets on display at the station corner florist, spilled petrol, cigarettes, beer, bodies, sweat, and something else. . . 
 
    That smell: 
 
    Smoking hickory wood. . . 
 
    The touch of Crohak's hand in all of this. . . 
 
    I opened my eyes and I was on the street, the vision wrenched violently from my eyes. The effect was both immediate and comprehensive. I felt a moan echo through my mind, as though in loss at being forsaken by such horrific wonderment, and then in disbelief as the wino staggered past me, spitting a gobbit of bile onto the pavement before he disappeared among the maddening throng, cursing under his sour breath as he straightened his filthy clothes. 
 
    My eye was bleeding. That was the top and bottom of it. The be all and end all of the miraculous. I stood rooted to the spot as the parade of normality flowed around me, no smoking haloes, no birthing sacs, feeling sick, claustrophobic, hemmed in by the jostling pedestrians. My eye was bleeding. My head spinning. My mind playing wild tricks. Newcastle was as real as it always had been, that was all the anchor I needed. I had to keep telling myself that, a litany going over and over inside my head. Newcastle was real. Newcastle was real. 
 
    The boy's back was one hundred and fifty feet away and slowing as he came to the lights. He checked back over his shoulder, then seeing no one was close enough to hassle him, he slowed to a walk. 
 
    My feet seemed to be moving in slow motion, the pavement, like treacle, sucking at my shoes and slowing me down. Running was making me increasingly nauseous. 
 
    Starlings and pigeons billed and cooed and cawed from the eaves and buttresses above me, their tiny bodies jostling and winging in a parody of the Central Station. 
 
    As he waited for the lights the boy appeared to shrink in on himself; he didn't stoop, just seemed to shrivel, the heavy burden of 'what next?' on his young shoulders bringing him down. With no one to guide him he appeared unsure where to go. 
 
    The ‘green man’ sign blinked, ushering him across the road. 
 
    I jogged to close the gap between us, half running, half walking in his footsteps past the burnt out building of the Cattle Market with its rotunda and handless clockface and on, towards the bright lights of the city. 
 
    He stopped checking back over his shoulder after a few minutes, content no one was going to catch up with him. 
 
    He ducked down a narrow alley between the Post Office building and the husk of an abandoned bank, its blue eagle riddled with white streaks let loose from above, heading down toward the river. Bundled up newspapers and other litter made a carpet across the cobbles, dispelling the old world illusion the tight alley conjured. There were no lights and no other walkers. I gave up any pretence of stealth and followed him. 
 
    His pace quickened slightly, more purpose to it than before. He didn't need to glance back to know I was there. 
 
    I touched my eye then looked at my fingers, there was no blood, no external damage. Small mercy, I supposed. 
 
    I kicked aside a burger box, half expecting the boy to bolt again at the sound of it skittering after him, but he didn't. Out of the alley he settled down to sit on the muddy embankment of the River Tyne, looking out on to Gateshead and along to Scotswood, a clear view for yards one way, miles another. 
 
    Crumbling whitewashed walls were all that was left of an old storage warehouse. Crude bodies silhouetted in crucifixion had been daubed on the white in splashes of black, the paint running like stigmata from open wounds. The images were reminiscent of Matthew's towerblock bird. 
 
    A baleful foghorn sounded, miles away. 
 
    Without hurrying I made up the distance between us. 
 
    'Mind if I join you?' I asked, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for a complete stranger to say to a thirteen year old boy in a strange city. 
 
    The boy turned to study me, those white eyes penetrating. I got the distinct impression he was reading me, looking for the threat my presence implied. 'Free country,' he said, grudgingly deciding I was harmless. Suddenly he found his hands very interesting. 
 
    I hid a smile, remembering what I'd been like at his age. 'Pretty impressive back there,' I said, trying to sound friendly as I hunkered down beside him, careful not to sit in the mud. 
 
    'I didn't do nothing.' 
 
    'Even so, it took guts,' I insisted, picking up a twig from the dirt at my feet. I started to scratch out a circle. 'But I guess running away took guts, too.' 
 
    His expression didn't change, but everything seemed to skip a beat. It was the tension in his voice that betrayed him. 
 
    'Who says I ran away?' 
 
    'Just a guess. Your rucksack looks full, there was no one to meet you on the platform and you’re not going anywhere now. Tell me I'm wrong and I'll leave you alone.' 
 
    'You guess a lot, don't you, mister?' 
 
    'I'm usually pretty good,' I nodded. 'I reckon you've got all of your favourite things in that sack. Things that remind you of home. Something of your mum’s, maybe. Pretty soon you'll have to sell them for food money, you know, because there's no one and nothing to protect you around here. You'll get hungry and end up selling your watch for the price of a pasty. 
 
    'On the streets you're on your own. You're in the unknown. No money and living among some desperate people. Violent people. Give it a week and you're going to wish you were back at home because nothing's worse than living in the gutter with the street people, believe me. 
 
    'You're at risk every minute of every day. You'll come up against guys like that porter, but with these guys if you fight back you'll find them knifing you for the coppers they've spilled across the floor. It isn't romantic lad, living rough. 
 
    'Out here people won't give a damn about you, you're just another loser. There's nowhere to run to because you've already run.If you can go home, go home. There's no kind of life waiting for you here.' 
 
    It sounded like a sermon and I knew it. I joined the circumference of my circle and planted the twig like a flagpole claiming this undisputed territory on the banks of the Tyne. 
 
    'I can't,' he said simply. He didn't offer up his life story. Perhaps he knew I didn't want to hear it, or then again maybe he didn't have the strength in him to rake over fresh wounds so soon. The details of Matthew's story flooded back. Here I was, sitting with another lad who was being forced to grow up too quickly. How many other kids got themselves into such a state they thought this was the only answer they had? 
 
    A lame looking mongrel, all skin and stuck-out bones, was rooting around through the newspapers in the shadow of the alley's mouth, disinterested in everything except sniffing out its next meal. I let my mind run laterally. 
 
    'You hungry?' 
 
    He answered me with a question of his own: 'How do you know all this stuff?' 
 
    'I live here.' I shrugged, not knowing a better way to explain it. 'I see it every day. Kids standing on street corners with polystyrene cups begging for loose change. People doing their best to pretend they're not there, crossing over the road to spare themselves a moment of embarrassment when the kid asks for the price of a cuppa and they shake their head and hurry on. I've seen kids your age foraging in dustbins for leftover food. Sleeping in doorways. Freezing to death because people really don't care.' 
 
    A pause, then: 
 
    'So why do you care?' 
 
    I looked back at the wailing wall and its crucified silhouettes. Why did I care what happened to one more runaway? This little crusade was hardly going to stem the tide of Crohak's vendetta. Sending home runaways one at a time seemed like such a futile gesture when I stopped long enough to think about it . 'I met a kid from Leeds,' I said. 'He was an artist. Could draw like a dream. His existence had become pretty bleak by the time I met him. He told me he wanted to go to university but he couldn't get off the streets because he had no money and nowhere to go to. His mum had died when he was eleven and his old man had beat him ever since the funeral. One day it got too much, he hit back and he'd been running ever since. It hurt me to see his life thrown away.' 
 
    There was no romance in Matthew's abbreviated story, but it served as a good reminder of what kind of a life this kid was letting himself in for if he stayed here on his own. It didn't answer his question, but it promised an answer of sorts. 
 
    'You're not so bad,' the boy said. 'Did he paint those people over there?' 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t know for sure. 'He painted a black bird across the entire side of a tower block.' 
 
    'No shit?' 
 
    'No shit,' I agreed. 'Do you want to tell me why you can't go home?' 
 
    I didn't think he was going to answer, but then he said: 'I ain't got a home to go to's why.' There wasn't a trace of self pity in his voice. It was plain. Matter of fact. 'I've been in and out of foster homes since I was six. The last place, I used to fight all the time. The kids hated me. They used to wait for me outside the school gates and chase me all the way home. Some days no one would be in and the bastards would kick the living shit out of me on my own doorstep. The family I'd been placed with didn't care. They'd dust me down and tell me to run faster next time like it was some big fucking joke.' He looked at me. 'I go back there now and I swear to God they'll lock me up.' 
 
    What sort of existence was that for a kid? No wonder he thought he'd strike out for the big city. It couldn't have been any worse than the place he called home. I couldn't understand how a caring society could let a young life go so terribly wrong. I put my arm around his shoulder. 'They won't lock you up for being scared,' I said. 
 
    'They'll lock me up because I burned down the school,' he said flatly. 'I blocked off the fire escapes because I didn't want them to get out.' 
 
     I had visions of faces pressed up against glass as the fire took hold. Jesus. I don't know what I expected. Angry parents, abuse. Not this, that was for sure. It sounded so calculated. I tried not to let the shock show in my voice. 'You burned down the school?' 
 
    He didn't answer me. Instead, he picked up a rough edged stone and threw it at the scruffing mongrel, missing by enough to suggest he never meant to hit. 
 
   
  
 



Nine 
 
      
 
    His name was Chaz and we had something in common. We both hailed from Liverpool, his accent as diluted as mine. 
 
    Foster home to foster home, he'd gradually left the city of his birth far behind. 
 
    He had run from Wakefield of all places. 
 
    Chaz had been born on an estate I knew well enough to give a wide berth, Cantril Farm. The plan had been to build a slice of paradise to shelter the poorer element of The Pool. It hadn't worked because the people rehoused there hadn't wanted it to. Now the identical rows of grey pebble dash looked as tired as the faceless people they housed, people plagued by heart attacks and emphysema, and the straight roads lined by low picket fences and patches of lawn had been given over to a new life as graveyards for shopping trolleys and wire baskets. 
 
    The landscape was as bleak as any I could think of, but Chaz clung on to a few unreasonably rosy memories of the place. He was an intelligent lad though; he hadn't ventured back that way because he knew enough to realise that life wouldn't be anything like the fantasy he had built up around himself before the circuit of foster homes. Going back to Cantril Farm would mean another bitter reality supplanting the memories inside his head, robbing him of the warmth of good feelings when he had precious little to make him feel warm as it was. 
 
    He asked me about my eye. I brushed it off as nothing. He seemed unconvinced but left it at that for a while. 
 
    We ate burgers and over-salted chips on plastic seats outside a Greek takeaway, watching pigeons fighting over spilled red cabbage and chilli sauce. We managed to put distance between the school fire in Wakefield and where we were now by talking about the Liver Birds, StanleyPark and Match Saturdays. He was a Liverpool fan and delighted in rattling off the players’ name as if they were old friends. Between bites he raced excitedly through a catalogue of results that had the Reds running riot the length and breadth of the Premiership and had me wishing the players had half of his energy. He was a typical teenager with so much enthusiasm burning him up inside. Hard to imagine what had driven him into my path on platform nine. 
 
    I ate quietly, letting him talk. 
 
    He HehhhhhhhHis father had worked on the Albert Docks, where they had built that floating map for the weather forecasts on the television. Letting me into a secret, he whispered that they had lived near one of the original girls from Brookside. I couldn't see anyone from Brookside living near Cantril Farm unless there had been some drastic changes during the time I'd been away, but I kept that thought to myself. 
 
    'What were you planning on doing after you arrived here?' I asked, easing the conversation back into a direction it needed to head. 
 
    'I hadn't thought that far ahead,' Chaz admitted. 'I bought a ticket to the first place I could see on the board. I thought I'd find somewhere to crash, a squat, something like that. I can't afford a hostel. I figured I'd use the soup kitchens at night for food when I ran out of money. Give myself time to get things sorted out in my head and find some sort of casual work.' 
 
    The films made it sound so easy, drifters picking up casual work washing dishes or doing odd jobs for cash. They were an enticement in themselves. 
 
    'And now?' I asked, expecting him to say pretty much the same thing. 
 
    'I don't know, I guess I'm still looking for a squat because I need somewhere to crash. I've still got a few quid left from the money I nicked from the old bag's bill money jar, but it ain't gonna go that far. Why, have you got something in mind? Let me guess, this where you pitch me some religious bullshit about the shelter your church runs, right? Have I just sold my soul for the price of a lousy fucking burger?' Chaz rolled his eyes and slapped his forehead in an exaggerated gesture of despair that had me laughing like an idiot. 
 
    I couldn't resist saying: 'You betcha,' before coming clean with the truth. 'Actually, I had hoped to convince you to get on the first train back to wherever you came from, but I don't suppose that's likely to happen, is it.' 
 
    The people walking past our table were the usual assortment of white skinned sun worshippers in lurid shorts and tee-shirts. Come the first sniff of sunshine they were out in their multitude, anaemic and lardy flesh bared shamelessly for fear that the summer would be over before it began. 
 
    Other diners ate and read the local broadsheet, grease dripping through their newsprint-smeared fingers to obliterate the stories they feigned interest in. 
 
    I took my wallet out of my pocket and counted through the folded notes. Eighty five pounds in a mix of twenties, tens, and fives. I took out a ten to pay the bill, and another twenty that I proceeded to fold as I wrestled with the moral dilemma I faced. Chaz couldn't go home; he had made that plain enough even for me.I folded the twenty in half and then in half again so the Queen's head was divided by the crease. He couldn't go home, but did that give me carte blanche to use him as a way to get into Crohak's world of street people? I folded the Queen again, making a neat concertina out of the note. I wrote Ciaran's phone number across Her Majesty's cheek and put it on the table between us, watching it expand as it tried to return to its natural state. The note opened as air filtered between the leaves, appearing to swell like an arthritic Jack-In-The-Box. 
 
    'Take it,' I said to Chaz. 'I want you to promise to call that number if you need help.' 
 
    'What do I have to do in return?' he asked, cynically. He was already snatching the twenty off the tabletop. Obviously he didn't care. I imagined him down the line, confronted by the same scenario, a stranger offering money for something in return, his hand snatching without asking. His naiveté made me want to bang his head off a brick wall. He acted all streetwise, streetsmart, but that didn't make his innocence any less painful. He would learn the hard way, I knew, and I think deep down he did, too. 
 
    'I want you to be my eyes and ears on the street. I want you to play the runaway and ingratiate yourself with the street culture. Find a squat, get to know the beggars. Live their life. I want you to tell me what you see, what's happening, but most of all I want you to help me convince kids who can to go home.' 
 
    He looked at me like I'd gone mad. 'What's to say I don't just take your money and piss off?' 
 
    I returned his look openly. It was a gamble. I was gambling with more than just a few pounds though, and that was what he didn't know. I was gambling with his life. Sending him where I couldn't go. Sending him after Crohak and his Oz Parasites. 
 
    'Nothing. Nothing at all.' 
 
   
  
 



Paradise Isn't Forever 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Moving flats was a nightmare all of its own making. 
 
    Organizing it took a week. Moving took another two days of sheer madness. 
 
    The logistics involved in getting everything from A (in Gateshead) to B (in Newcastle) should have been a simple matter of packing and unpacking a few boxes.At least that was how I remembered moving in the past. The grand adventure. 
 
    Experience soon put me straight; a lot of sweat and a lot of carrying, more like, was my adult reassessment of the fiasco. 
 
    Cups of coffee and tea for the removal men, and then the big puzzle – how to get the Bechstein into the Gods at the TheatreVillage without turning it into firewood in the process. 
 
    It was reminiscent of a scene from the old Harold Lloyd movies: one of the plate windows removed, me harnessed and teetering on a ledge too high above the street, trying to use a masonry drill to secure a winch to haul the baby grand one hundred feet straight up. It was an absolute nightmare, with the harness tied around the washing machine in an attempt to put me at ease. No chance. 
 
    Drilling out the third and final hole a pigeon settled beside me, interested in the brick dust I was creating. My imagination had it labelled as one of Crohak's cohorts from the cyclone at the Monument, a short step then to it pecking at my ankles, vengefully trying to get me off the ledge it had decided to call home. The Stephen King fan in me taking a hold of the imaginative reins. The ledge was actually slightly wider than a foot across, room a plenty for both of us, it was the vertigo inspiring drop that made it seem like a balance beam and paranoia that put that twinkle in the bird's eye. 
 
    I came off the ledge shaking like a leaf and vowing never again; rather like the first morning after I remember suffering. One wit suggested an impromptu bungee jump to test out the winch. I let him know exactly what I thought of his idea and offered him the harness. Not surprisingly, he declined. 
 
    Arranging the furniture was similar to working with a blank canvas, painting the images and the likes that we wanted to see exactly as we wanted to see them. Between us we stamped our personalities on the high rise flat with far more ease than might have been afforded by a similar move into a crowded mid-terrace with all of the landlord's clutter. Our pictures went up on the walls, my Hugh Syme original of a featureless head looking out across a sea of ice the first one to claim a space for its own. Aimee's Brian Talbot photographs went up next… blue, blue whales and red, red sunsets. Plants, pot pouri and throwovers to take off the sharp edges Nathan had left behind. Incense burners and joss sticks to sweeten the air. Celtic knots, suns and moons a recurring motif. A gossamer fine curtain pinned up to shroud the bed, making a bedroom of sorts. More curtains and tie-dyed scarves pinned to the ceiling in soft arcs to further the impression of softness. Wind chimes were hung at the long windows, more suns and moons, and slivers of blue that were supposed to be ice. Candlesticks. A wizened face carved out of the stump of an old tree. Aimee's Steiff monkey riding my porcelain elephant bareback. Pewter castles and dragons. A pale green demon of music complete with horns and conductor's baton. My Alice In Wonderland chess set on its marble plinth. And the pick of the pieces, another one of Aimee's; a tower of souls, hand-carved from a single piece of bone, bodies climbing on the backs of bodies in an Escher style tower that told the story of evolution from the birth of the world right until its end. 
 
    Like I said, we had accumulated a lot of junk between us, but what happened when it came together, this meeting of tastes, was uniquely ours. Its familiarity was comforting, though the relative ease with which we had transplanted our lives was not. 
 
    I sat behind the piano and rested my fingers on the smooth ivories. It was a ritual, playing that first song to set the mood for the new house. It was also the first time I had thought about actually playing music since the crash. Suddenly faced with another blank canvas, this one inside my head, I froze, my fingers poised tantalizingly above the first note. 
 
    I couldn't do it. 
 
    There was no music in me. No music to come out through my fingers. No magic. 
 
    I felt so utterly empty. 
 
    I didn't want to think what sort of omen it boded for our new start. 
 
    Aimee settled down on a beanbag beside me, resting her head on my thigh. She had Jonesy, a stuffed cat she had rescued from a jumble sale in Hexham, sat on her lap and she looked so totally content to be just where she was. Who says paradise isn't forever, I thought, looking at her and knowing then what the first song should be. 
 
    I let the tune dance in my mind before I started to play, hoping Aimee and Van Morrison would forgive me the wrong notes and faltering voice as I changed the song from Brown to Blue Eyed Girl. 
 
    She joined me for the sha-la-la's and the la-te-da's, her voice honey next to mine. Jonesy danced in her lap, both of us thinking about making love in the green grass as the sun went down. 
 
    I let my fingers play the gentle opening of Dancing On The Edge Of A Broken Heart. It was the first real song I ever wrote. I had just turned fifteen and was in love with the idea of being in love. I originally wrote it for a girl called Rachel, a girl forever entwined with the aromas of wet grass. She moved on to some other easy come easy go love and never got to hear it. Her loss. I have played it a few times since, fiddling around with differentarrangements mostly, but it's not one of the songs I have tried too hard with. The lyrics are still a bit on the cheesy side. A lot of the personal stuff no one else gets to hear.I like it that way. 
 
    I didn't think Rachel would mind me playing it for someone else, after all her claim on it had slid away a long time ago. 
 
    'It's not finished,' I apologised, my fingers toying with a refrain from the second chorus. It sounded clumsy. Definitely needed work. 
 
    'It's perfect,' Aimee contradicted, tears in her eyes. 
 
    I lied then, a little white one, but it made the moment into a perfect moment, and all I wanted was to make her happy. To heal the rifts that kept her muscles tense when we lay next to each other. 'I wrote it for you.' 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    Chaz had left a message for me to meet him on the embankment, urgently. No time, just that he would be waiting. 
 
    I put the phone down on Ciaran and grabbed my coat off the chair. What could be so urgent? Nothing good, I reasoned, hurrying myself. Aimee was in the kitchen making bacon and scrambled egg for a late breakfast. I could smell the cholesterol thirty feet away. 
 
    I didn't say good-bye. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    It was ten days since we had parted at the Greek burger bar on High Bridge Street. Ten days on the streets, living hard. A lot can happen in ten days. However little I knew, Chaz's face swore testimony to that single fact. A lot can happen. 
 
    He sat with his back to the wailing wall, his eyes turned out across the Tyne. He was watching a display of naked savagery between gulls, one stealing food from the mouth of another. Fighting and squalling. I wondered if he saw the irony in the frenzied war dance. Bitter as it was, I did. 
 
    I settled down beside him. 'You okay?' 
 
    'Do I look okay?' he said, simply. He sounded close to exhaustion. I couldn't begin to imagine what he had been through. We had stuff we needed to talk about. I wanted him to tell me. To answer his question, he didn't look good. The thirteen year old boy beyond the surface of grime and torn clothes looked haggard. Beaten. But that wasn't all that was wrong. He looked deeply frightened. Fidgety. He had lost weight and his eyes had developed these ugly yellow cataracts that weren't really cataracts but some sort of glaze that left them jaded. There was bruising around his jaded eyes and loose flaps of slowly healing razor-pared skin within the bruising. Three in the soft flesh beneath each eye. If I closed my eyes I could see the Oz Parasite with his razor-embedded thumbs. It took no great intuitive leap to tie the two together. His left ear bore teeth marks that had gone septic where someone had tried to bite it off. 'Do me a favour and don't answer that,' he said, seeing my slow appraisal. His watch was gone and there was no sign of his rucksack. 
 
    'You want to tell me what's been happening?' 
 
    I could sense his discomfort. His eyes kept darting, roving, across the embankment, the length of the river, across the rooftops of the Quayside warehouses, to the Baltic Flour Mill and the Ovaline Petroleum Stores, never settling in one place or on one object for long. 
 
    'I found a squat in the West End, with a couple of dossers, Mac and Dutch, and this kid called Stevie – he's another runaway, couple of years younger than me. It wasn't much. A garage beneath the Railway Arches, really. A couple of mattresses and army of wood lice that shared the scraps Mac and Dutch scavenged. You could hear the trains rattling by every five or six minutes. It sounded like thunder. I kept thinking the ceiling was going to collapse every time a train went over the top. Still, Mac and Dutch took me in after I left you. Said they'd show me the ropes, make it easier for me to get by.' 
 
    'Did they?' I pressed, torn between concern and a need to know, Mac and Dutch a door to another world. A world that I desperately wanted to become a part of. One I needed to become a part of if I was going to be able to help Malachi and his kind. 
 
    'You could say that. They showed me the bins they got their food from. Showed me the shops with the cheapest booze, showed me how to bum a fag and, get this, they explained how even the fucking begging is organized in this place. There's these factions in the city – it used to be every bugger for himself until this one bloke came along. He calls himself Crohak, though most people call him The Bird Man, 'coz he paints these pictures of birds to mark his territory.' I nodded to show that I had an idea what he meant. 'The deadbeats are gathering like flies on a turd,’ he went on, ‘trying to get close to him. He controls maybe half of the streets, vets new arrivals – if he likes them he assigns patches for them to work, makes sure they have a blag that's all their own, sympathy trips, that sort of shit, makes sure they don't get turned over and gives them a place to stay in The Rookery.' 
 
    'The Rookery?' I interrupted, sure the name should mean something to me. It didn't. 
 
    'It's a warehouse on the Quayside, absolutely massive it is, six storeys high, each one bigger than a couple of football pitches end to end, and a basement that goes way beneath the river.' 
 
    'I'm with you,' I said, picturing the old bonded warehouses that lined the banks of the Tyne. We could see some of the tarred roofs from where we sat. 
 
    'Mac and Dutch took me back to the squat and told me get some shut eye before they presented me to Crohak. I couldn't say I fancied the idea much, but I didn't see what alternative I had.’ He shrugged. ‘If I tried to make my own way without Crohak's go ahead Mac and Dutch promised me a watery grave. Nice guys. Said Crohak had taken over and anyone who wasn’t on his side was on a limited life expectancy. Stevie told me to run. Mac kicked the shit out of the kid for that. It's like he was schizophrenic, nice as your favourite grannie one minute, off his box the next. I kept quiet and tried to get some sleep while Stevie cried his eyes out in the corner of the garage. I didn't see how I could help him and stay on Mac and Dutch's good side, so I left him be. It was hard, mind, not doing nothing. Hard to fall asleep. 
 
    'And the thieving bastards stole from me while I was out. Took my money, my watch, the chain from around my neck, everything in my sack they thought they could get cash for. The only reason they didn't get the twenty with your number on was because I stashed it in the collar of my cap and kept it on my head while I kipped. When I came to they were sharing a fresh bottle of whiskey my stuff had paid for. Stevie was huddled in the corner, a complete wreck and I felt like total shit. 
 
    'Mac and Dutch gave me ten minutes to get my act together while they downed the whiskey, then they dragged me to meet this Crohak, not caring who saw two tramps dragging a kid through the streets. They took me down to The Rookery and presented me like I was some fucking gift they were offering to their god. I was kicking and screaming because I could see what the bastard was doing to another kid the dossers had dragged in. He drove metal spikes into the kid's kneecaps so he couldn't walk and had him dumped in a corner. To think about everything else he had to lose, the bastard said, like he was preening. Then he turned on me. Mac came over all humble and said where they had found me, and how they had helped me. Dutch backed him up with occasional nods of: "Yeah, yeah. . ." when the alcohol allowed. 
 
    'Crohak just looked at them, like he was humouring a couple of retards, then he turned on me. He wanted to hear my story. I told him everything up to getting on the train, kept you out of it 'coz I wasn't sure. He was like a judge deciding whether I was worthy to join his troupe. If I failed I imagined I would be joining the kid in the corner with spikes through my knees. Fear must have made my story all the more convincing because he welcomed me with open arms. Said he could always use a man with my particularly fiery talents.' 
 
    'Jesus. . .' 
 
    'That's not the half of it. He's had me starting fires every night – more than one a night some nights. The first day it was mainly dustbins and threats, more inconvenience than danger, but then he had me torch a couple of cars in the underground car park behind The Swallow, some derelict houses on the estates up in the West End, Rye Hill and Arthur’s Hill, and an old department store down by the Central Station. The buildings were all empty, but I don't think he cared. Every time I argued, one of his stooges cut me.' Chaz traced the outline of the razor wounds. 'Gentle persuasion, he called it, so I wouldn't forget what happened to the kid with metal spikes instead of kneecaps. 
 
    'Everything this Crohak does is vindictive. Scares the shit out of me. It's like he's trying to bring the place down stone by stone and he won't be happy until it's so much rubble at his stinking feet. And he knows things, man. Things there should be no way of him knowing. . . 
 
    'He's got other kids he sends around with spray cans and shit that he supplies, makes them draw murals and stuff on the walls. Nothing pretty though. Big black birds and crazy slogans, anti-this and anti-that stuff that's deliberately provocative.' 
 
    'I've seen the kind of stuff. I always thought it was misguided kids trying to be clever,' I said, a thought bobbing evasively just out of reach. I tried to snag it, but it drifted away. I knew better than to chase it; the harder I thought about it the more elusive it would become, so I let it go. It would come back in its own time. 'I can't leave you in the middle of this. . . Look, maybe it’s best if you went home.' 
 
    'I can't go home,' Chaz said, leaving little room for argument. I knew enough of what going home meant to him to know there was no going home, but I didn't see a hell of a lot of options on the table and I was still stubborn enough to hate any kind of defeat. 
 
    'Somewhere else then?' I said, clutching at straws. 
 
    'What makes you think it'll be different anywhere else? Right now I've got a roof over my head and the landlord doesn't hassle me for rent, okay? We got stuff to talk about.' 
 
    'It's your call, kiddo,' I said, grudgingly admitting it was out of my hands. 'Talk to me.' 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    He knows who you are. . . 
 
    He knows where you live. . . 
 
    Chaz's last words before we parted echoed emptily within the confines of my skull. Sickness, as cold and bitter as any pill, washed over me while, inside, venoms targeted on my tender places. Dark thoughts cluttered my mind, vulgar fragments of Chaz's warning spinning round and around and around, words piecing themselves together in a jigsaw of fear. I wanted to scream but I couldn't get a sound passed the tightness in my throat. Chaz had put the fear of God Crohak into me. I didn't want to believe him, but what choice did I have? 
 
    No way to calm myself with his words ringing in my ears. 
 
    He knows who you are. . . 
 
    He knows where you live. . . 
 
    He knows where you live. . . 
 
    Aimee was at home, alone. I couldn't shake the thought of her being alone in there. The bastard had wormed his way into my life, maybe even into my home now. And what the hell could I do? 
 
    Please God, let me get to her before he does. . . 
 
    That was all I wanted, to get to her first. 
 
    To have a chance. 
 
    Heart racing, I ran up the dark alley and hurdled the rusted iron railing that separated the traffic from the footpath, not caring if the black cab bearing down on me had the time it needed to stop. I hit the road at a run and kept on running. Car horns blared in my wake. I didn't care. My eyes and path were fixed. 
 
    Quickly the Central Station was looming above me like some grimy gargoyle, locked up and forgotten in daylight, drowned in pigeons. Hundreds of pigeons. Their clamour was unbearable. They were everywhere, in every nook, in every cranny. As I charged on, I heard them talking to me, in one of those seconds of unreality: Look at him go. . . Look at him run. . . Too late. . . Too late. . . Look at him go. . . Look at him run. . . Look at him. . . Ain't gonna make it. . . 
 
    I skidded around the next corner onto Westgate Road and into the TheatreVillage itself and stopped dead in my tracks, heart hammering. There, ringing the perimeter of our block, was a legion of tramps, all overcoats and tousled hair, whiskers and dirt. Their vigil was eerily silent. I forced myself into motion, my legs a curious mix of lead and jelly, if that makes any sense. I expected them to stop me, but they didn't. Their filthy bodies parted like the Red Sea to let me through their number. My pulse was beating a tattoo in my temple. My heart in my throat. The rank mix of stenches dizzying. Fumbling with the security key, I forced the gate open, trying not to think about what the legion of tramps meant. 
 
    Aimee. Her named popped inside my head. I forced myself not to think. The intercom had been broken by a screwdriver, the blade of which jutted out of the mangled panel. No way to call up. 
 
    The parking lot was a blur of car shapes. 
 
    Somehow, sweat running down my face, I made it into the foyer. 
 
    I didn't want to go up. I didn't want to see what Crohak had done to my Blue Eyed Girl. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    The air cloyed with that sickly sweet smell of his, smoking hickory wood. Oh, God, please no, please. . . 
 
    I pushed open the door to our new flat, sickly certain. The smell was stronger inside than out. Leaving the door open, I collapsed against the frame. I knew the name of that smell now; it was the smell of being too late; it was the smell of heartache; loss. 
 
    Feathers and blood. 
 
    They were my first impressions. A crazy Pollockesque splatter-montage. Part of me had been expecting carnage, I realised as the tension fled my body, to find pieces of Aimee littered around the huge room, the devastation complete. But it wasn't like that. There was no sign of Aimee that I could see, but Crohak had been here. I was left in no doubt about that, he had been here. Touched our things. Violated our home. That second, all I could feel was that I had been raped. The feeling was that fundamental. The implicit threat: If I can do this once. . .Every flat surface in the room was glazed by a patina of a thousand feathers; dull greys and whites, some splattered with a wash of red that seemed too dark to be blood. He had smeared shit across the icy face of my Hugh Syme picture. The invasion was made all the more horrific by the coldness of the threat. The knowledge of what it meant. That he had been here was bad, but much worse, was that — seemingly — he could come back whenever he wanted. 
 
    I remembered the few words he had for me in the hospital: Are you afraid? Yes, yes. . . I can taste it. . . 
 
    Understanding, true understanding, of fear stole through me like a gypsy's wanton curse. Nauseous acrobats turned gambolling loops inside my gut. I was afraid. I knelt, taking the feathers between my cold, cold fingers. They felt brittle. I raised them to my flaring nostrils and smelt it, that smell; smoking hickory wood, haunting me. 
 
    Faint light seeped under the bathroom door. 
 
    The flat was utterly silent, the feathers deadening any vibration that might have been noise. I couldn't make myself cross the threshold. I looked up at the ceiling instead of moving, my mouth opening as my neck arced back, and I loosed an anguished cry embittered by my frustration and my own incapacity. I punched the wall beside the door frame hard enough to leave a hole gaping through the plasterboard where my fist had been. It hurt, but the pain did me good, brought me back to myself. Tears stinging my eyes, I went through to discover just how brief our mortal flirtation with paradise really was. 
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    My scream rent the deep, dirty silence that smothered the soft-edged flat. Desperate, terrible and long, long, long. The scream of a man finally thrust face to face with everything he has ever dreaded. 
 
    Aimee was in the bathroom, naked, her broken arm hanging over the lip of the tub. The soft, discoloured flesh was scored with deep-flapped lacerations that could only have been made with a razorblade. Her smooth skin was scolded, laced with a rash of pinkish weals and welts, burned from head to toe and left to soak in the bloodied water of the bathtub. But that wasn't the worst of it. Her body was open, rent with a legion of evil slashes where the Parasite's razor had wrought its vile torture. One breast was carved away, sliced clean through. . . 
 
    Her head was tilted back, forehead mashed into the black ceramic tiles where the bath met the wall beneath the tap heads. . . Some sort of grim parody of Jesus in declination. . . The skin from her forehead down, across her brow and the plane of her cheeks had been peeled away like a mask. . .Stealing her beauty as if the look of horror, anger, pain, sorrow, fear and that last and worst of all, betrayal, in her eyes was not enough to haunt me they had to take her face from me. Rob me of it all. 
 
    What was one more scream in this vile city? I thought, falling to my knees. I touched her cold cold skin and felt nothing. Too suddenly she was wrenched away from me. Her face, the smiles and the frowns that were uniquely hers, the twitch of her lip, the slight dimple, gone. I was ripped inside. I reached into the bathtub not knowing what the hell I was doing. Hooked my hands under Aimee's dead armpits and heaved, trying to get her out of her enamel coffin, some crazy idea in my mind that if I could get her out of there I could bring her back. 
 
    Tears were streaming from my eyes but nothing came out of my mouth. All I could think of was that first night we kissed, and that we would never kiss again. No matter what I did, how I changed, how I tried, we would never touch like lovers. Desolation tasted bitter like salt on my tongue. 
 
    Death made her heavier than I ever could have imagined; it took everything I had to heave her into a kind of sitting position, her blood soaking into my clothes. Tears stung my eyes; made it harder to look at her. I shifted my hold, one arm snaking beneath her arm and around her cold cold back, the other beneath her legs to make a cradle to rock her. 'But I love you,' I screamed as I lifted her; what should have been our future together pouring out of me in that one desperate sound. 
 
    Then she was in my arms. My fingers dug into the putty of her flesh; kneaded her to be alive. For it to be this morning again, before Ciaran's phone call, when things were simple and sleep still had the power to cancel all pain. 
 
    I stumbled out of the bathroom. Stopped moving inside the feathers and blood. The pain inside those four walls was claustrophobic. I stared at the open door and all I could think was that I didn't say good-bye. That now I never would. 
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    The blood red rose flowered over my heart, Aimee's blood sowing the seed of despair that dragged me down nine flights of stairs with her limp body heavy in my arms. I wasn't thinking. Just walking. My feet moving. 
 
    I carried her into the street, not knowing why, only that I couldn't leave her up there. Out into the blur of cars. 
 
    The tramps had gone, leaving the street too empty. It ought to be raining, I thought crazily. Rain to purge the streets. There was no heart. No honesty out there. 
 
    She was too heavy but I wouldn't let her go. I couldn't see. I just pulled her closer to me and trusted my feet. 
 
    People stared; I know they did. Saw me, the desperate wailing man carrying his dead lover through the crowded grey streets, committing me to their memory. Christ, there was no way they could ever forget me, not if they saw me then, like that. I waltzed with shadows, a stumbled lonely dance; Gueca solo, my dance of grief through the streets strewn with broken dreams; cameras recorded me as I carried Aimee out of the complex, my head thrown back to look at the sky because I couldn't look at her. 
 
    It should have been raining. 
 
    A single pigeon nestled on the flat roof of the newspaper shack on the opposite side of the road; the bird had no eyes with which to watch me. It's presence sent a bone deep shudder through me. I screamed something at it and the little bird took wing, throwing its shadow over me. Its shadow a parody of that damned necklace. . . 
 
    It really should have been raining. 
 
    The pavement pulled at my feet, an enormous ribbon of molasses spilled out across the street to hit and stick with the beating of the sun. I pulled my feet just as they pulled me. Walked out into the middle of the road ignoring the blaring horns and screeching wheels. I was out of my mind. The front end of a car clipped my trailing leg; it span me but I kept on going oblivious to the rants of road rage venting in my wake. 
 
    Could I stop? Could I stop, even if I wanted to? I doubted it very much. Aimee's body felt boneless in my arms. Her head lolled all the way to the middle of her back as if the column of her neck had been severed. I walked as if I had been hypnotized, the wind crying with me. On and on, not looking down. I couldn't look down. Without really knowing, I knew where I was going. To a hole in the side of Dog's Leap Stairs and its funnelled secret passages with its ghosts and its demons. And to the man that brought me back from the dead. 
 
   
  
 



Eight 
 
      
 
    Brought me back from the dead. . . 
 
    I found the door into the soul of the city; it was open, expecting me. 
 
    An open door in the side of a wall halfway up a never-ending staircase. I could smell my own fear. Smell the twisted sense of loss that I held in my arms like a lover. Smell the stench of the sewers and the filth that was the city. Smell, smell, smell. . . 
 
    Gagging, I kicked the door open. The sound careened around the darkness behind, futile and hopeless, like the report of a dead man's gun discharging at ghosts. And I walked inside, walked with my ghosts, carried my ghosts, cried for my ghosts. 'Malachi!' I called, hoarse with grief. My word echoed back to me on the old air, alachi. . . achi. . . hi. . . 
 
    I closed my eyes and started to walk. Counted the steps once more. The gentle turn to the right. The emptiness of the place was complete and claustrophobic; just the steady drip dripping of water. I walked, listening for the elegiac whispers of the dead childhoods, treading in the same footsteps that had made me a modern Lazarus. But the voices were silent. 
 
    'Malachi?' I called again, forcing strength into my faltering voice. 'Malachi?' alachi. . . achi. . . hi. . . 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Then a faint sound: 
 
    A car. 
 
    In the streets above. 
 
    I opened my eyes again, drank in the darkness and tried to make sense of it. 
 
    Something was weakening; whatever held this place from reality, whatever kept the old man's stony heart beating and his cemented blood flowing, it was weakening. I could feel it because it was weakening me, too. 
 
    And then I saw him; a frail shadow of a man swathed in rags that looked to be crumbling to dust. He shuffled forwards, needed the wall to support him. I didn't move; I could feel hope disappearing. He was a husk. A shell. He didn't have the strength to keep himself alive let along work miracles, but that didn't mean I was going to forgive him for his weakness when I needed his strength. Oh, no. He owed me. That was all that I could see. It was his fault and he owed me. 'Help me,' I breathed into the black. Aimee felt dead in my arms. He stopped. Seemed to be drawing something off the air. For just a second he appeared to grow, to resemble the Malachi that had forced sight back into my stolen eyes. 'Bring her back. . .' I pleaded. But then he was just a sad old man again and the magic was gone. His time was passed; Crohak was winning the battle, winning the war. 
 
    'I can't,' was all he said. His voice was flat; deathly. I heard the accusation in there. He held his hands out to me as if making an offering of them. The skin was dehydrated, layers of the dried out stuff blistered and flaking away from the knuckles and fingers. Fissures ran through his palms, cracks no longer. 
 
    Malachi was crumbling, the truth was in his hands. 
 
    I clutched Aimee hard, refused to let the thoughts his hands stirred intrude. 
 
    'I want her back, Malachi. I want her back.' 
 
    One word: 
 
    'No.' 
 
    It hit me like a hammer. Have you ever been betrayed? 
 
    'You want to talk about betrayal, old man? This is betrayal. This is fucking betrayal,' I was walking towards him, I couldn't help myself. I wanted to rip the cloth away from his eyes, gaze into the pit where his eyes had been and see his soul for what it really was. See the blackness. I lifted Aimee's body. Thrust it at him. Made him see her. What he had done to her. 'I want her back. You're going to give me her back.' 
 
    'I haven't got the strength, child. I'm dying.' 
 
    'No,' that word again, mine this time. 
 
    'Yes,' Malachi said, bone weary. 'I am dying. It is as simple and as cold as that. My time is nearly come. It takes what scant will I have to keep you alive, child. To keep you breathing and seeing and walking. I haven't the strength to carry three souls. I can barely manage two, and for how long I can fuel two, I don't know. . . I need you to fight for me. I need you to be my sword, to cut out the hate and the malice that is Crohak, or it's over. For both of us.' 
 
    'I don't. . . I can't. . .' I was lost. Without Aimee it might as well have been over. 'Tell me one thing,' I said, needing something to hate, something to blame for the way my world had fallen apart. 
 
    'Anything,' the old man wheezed, reaching out to steady himself on the lifeless wall of culled childhoods. Where were they now? Could they die again, like this? 
 
    'Look into my mind and tell me it is not true.' 
 
    'I don't. . ?' 
 
    'Look into my head, see what I see and tell me it is not true. Tell me the New Dawn is a lie. Tell me you weren't part of it. Tell me!' 
 
    Malachi touched his fingertips to my temples, the touch tightening slightly but lacking the strength of his last invasion. His fingers trembled badly under the influx of my most recent memories and turmoils. The interior of St. Thomas's, the vicar, his words, visions and delusions and the claws from the votive candles. Liar. The images tumbled out of my head freely this time; I propelled them, hurled them at the old man, wanting him to hurt. Needing him to hurt. It was different this time. I was in control, dictating what he saw, making him see what I wanted him to see, what I needed him to see; to deny. The defiance was mine. The power the magicwas mine. 
 
    And I hated it because it meant I was like him. 
 
    I hated it because I couldn't bring her back. 
 
    Malachi withdrew his trembling fingers a beaten man. 
 
    'I can't.' 
 
   


  
 


 
    Theme Three. . . When the World Comes Down 
 
      
 
    Cities are the sink of the human race. 
 
    Rousseau, 
 
    Emile. 
 
    The hum of human cities torture. 
 
    Byron, 
 
    Childe Harold. 
 
    It is a city where you can see a sparrow fall to the ground, And God watching it. 
 
    Connor Cruise O'Brian. 
 
   
  
 



Killing In The Name Of. . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Aimee's pale and beautiful face was on my pillow, one more nail in my dead, dead heart; her body left underground and not coming back outside of my memories. And her face. . . 
 
    The film of skin peeled away from her head had been laid out smooth so that the features above the fabric were clearly hers. 
 
    It was a rag, no trace of the girl, no phantoms to ignite the grief, it was a dead rag left to taunt me. I let the gauze curtain slip through my trembling fingers, and turned my back on the last vestiges of humanity. 
 
    I had gone back to the flat above the TheatreVillage. My head was a mess. I didn't care. It span with images of my flat face on the television screens silenced by the glass of the High Street. With the sounds of what they might have been saying. They would be coming for me. 
 
    I wanted to taste blood. 
 
    Wanted to bump into one of Crohak's Oz Parasites and trade pains, mine for his. 
 
    Wanted to take razors to the sides of his cheeks and draw them down, then lift the mask off and see what kind of monster truly lay beneath the dirt and the grime and the sour smell of whiskey. 
 
    Wanted to make that monster bleed and scream, scream and bleed and hurt. 
 
    That most of all. 
 
    Things were scattered everywhere. Knives, forks, spoons and every other household utensil I had ever hoarded, the drawers on the floor where I had turned them out across the feathered carpet. I sat down cross-legged amongst the clotted feathers, the knives fanned out around me, counting them out like some grotesque nursery rhyme king in my counting house; a long handled knife with a serrated edge, cheesewire garrotte, and a pearl-handled cut-throat razor, my three. 
 
    I made my choices quickly, my head buzzing with the one question: Could I do it? Could I kill someone? 
 
    I stood and caught sight of myself reflected in the panoramic window, looked and knew the answer was yes, yes I could do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    So I went out to catch me a killer on the dirty streets. 
 
    For three nights I slept under the concrete of the Concourse, ate out of dustbins and washed in the public toilets with their permanent fusion of urine and cigarette smoke. The tiles were always wet with something and the troughs stuffed with wadded toilet paper so they overflowed on the flush. I came out feeling dirtier than when I went in. 
 
    The days were spent going over the same old ground, too frightened to return to the empty flat now that I had committed myself to this course of action. 
 
    I sat on the wooden bleachers beside Leazes Park watching out for ducks, imagining people children throwing bread, and couples messing about in the flat bottomed rowing boats. 
 
    The cold flame of anger dwindled during those desperate few days, but never quite extinguished. Always when I needed it, I saw grim reminders of Aimee – sometimes in the way someone walked or tossed their hair, sometimes in the cold stone of theplace where I sheltered, and sometimes in the sound of a song. Always Aimee to fan the flame. Keep it burning bright. Thanks to the streets I learned to come to terms with myself again. I still ached but I learned to savour the taste of retribution on my tongue. 
 
    And I was right. They were talking about me on the news and in the press. The gutter rags called me a savage, The Devil's Right Hand, and put my face next to the dead clergyman on the front pages, while the blind televisions showed the overhead time-lapse shots of me running down Northumberland Street and the security-cam shots of me carrying Aimee out of the flat in my arms, the grainy low-res. black and white not picking up the blood on my clothes. 
 
    No enhancements of these home movies, no clever but impossible zoom-ins to hear my breathing or see the sweat running down my cheeks and the insanity-fire in my eyes. 
 
    They didn't show the truth, just a fragment, and because of it they were damning evidence in the eyes of the world. 
 
    I had been displaced from my own life, my direction stolen from me. Between Malachi and Crohak they had bled me until I had nothing left but a few instincts and reflexes that could have belonged to anyone. 
 
    Suddenly I was an outcast. 
 
    And that was where I wanted to be, one of the folk on the fringe. 
 
    A street dweller. 
 
    And it paid off… 
 
    I found the Tin Man. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    There was a cold drizzle in the air; the taste of blood on the rain. 
 
    It was by chance. I had taken to following the army of deadbeats and junkies on the off chance that one of them might lead me deeper into Crohak's labyrinth. Money changed hands in blind alleys, phials and sachets and powder and whatever kind of death you were looking for was there to be bought if the money was right. 
 
    The walk took me up through the maze of streets that emerged on the northeast side of the city, through the rank and file of deserted shops with their split levels of broken windows and boarded-up fronts. A few people were out in the drizzle, squashed into their coats as they shuffled towards the takeaways and off licenses on the ring road. Broken glass and yesterday's news clogged the gutter along with Styrofoam burger boxes and crushed Pepsi cans. I smiled as I kicked a dented can into the path of a trundling car, remembering the literal translation of the 1970's advertising campaign: Come alive with Pepsi, which on a two-way Japanese bypass became: Pepsi brings your relatives back from the dead.A promise I doubted very much they could keep. 
 
    The rain made everything feel grey and drab; depressing. 
 
    The kid I was following made a left towards a disused car park. He moved lightly, like he was in a huge hurry to get to wherever it was he was going. In truth, the car park wasn't disused, it was misused. People didn't take the risk of leaving their cars alone to fend for themselves within the fourteen low-ceilinged flights, sub-levels and ramps because the 'joyriders' had taken over and made a game of racing around the tight circuit they made. They called it The Graveyard. Kids flocked to watch the nocturnal challenges hungry for the buzz these things radiated. It would be another hour or so before the spectators descended. A little longer for the pushers and the boy racers. 
 
    I followed at a distance, walking in that ever so slightly out of control see-saw the drunks adopt when they spy a patsy. The kid wasn't bothered about me, that much was obvious. He was chasing along a white line that had nothing to do with road markings. 
 
    It left me cold. 
 
    He cut in between a bricked up Skoda and an Escort that had had its windows put out by a chunk of concrete that was still on the driver's seat, banging on the bonnet of the Skoda with a clenched fist. I heard him howl like a dog on heat. He was racing, all right. I followed him between the cars. The rain had got in and mildew was growing on the leatherette seats. The car was going nowhere anyway. The radiator grille was missing, and so was the engine. 
 
    Green garbage sacks printed with a portcullis bowel spilled their contents into the centre of the pavements where they had been split by scavengers. Rotten food, crisp packets, polystyrene casings and filthy rags. Nothing of any use to anyone; nevertheless, fingers had gone through it, looking. 
 
    The street reeked. 
 
    This was a bleak frontier to the not-so Brave New World. 
 
    The boy picked up his pace, started to skip along the pavement, kicking at the heart of a cabbage with his sneakered foot. There was only one place he could be going now that he had past the closed gates of an old timber yard. The multi-story. 
 
    A car engine gunned somewhere; a mechanical war cry. 
 
    The challenge was taken up by the drizzle which hardened into a steady, noisy, rain that stifled the tribal roar. 
 
    I hurried after the boy, in through the paint-flaked door of the stairwell. The whitewash on the concrete breeze-blocks was black where fires had burned out on the stairs and a thick-layered mural of colour-blind graffiti and litigious slogans decorated the rest. 
 
    The door closed slowly behind me, wheezing like an asthmatic. Like everything else in this place, it didn't fit into its frame. His footsteps were loud in the confines of the tower, echoing his flat-footed ascent. Rain had pooled around the bottom step, and in that puddle the rind of a lemon was half-submerged. The cloying tang of urine clung to the stairwell. I could hear the low, deep throated rumble of duelling cars. Either braver than I thought, or simply more reckless with their timing than I had imagined. I could hear the kids, too, urging and goading. 
 
    I pressed my face up against the broken glass window of the interior level door. There was little to see; the rears of a blue Sierra Cosworth and a flame red Porsche 928. Bodies clustered around the drivers' windows. Torn tee-shirts and tattoos of women and Indians. I swear I could almost smell the danger burning off them. A hand was on the roof of the Cosworth. I could just make out the blue markings of a tattoo. HATE, I guessed, or NUFC. He didn't look like a candidate for LOVE brandings. 
 
    Other motors were lined up in the parking bays, waiting their turn to challenge the pack leaders. 
 
     I removed my shoes and started to pad carefully up the cold stairs. A twisted and blackened spoon lay on the fourth, an all too real marker of another game in progress. It was the first time I had gate-crashed The Graveyard, but I had heard plenty of horror stories about it. The chase is basically a bottom to top one without rules and a full frontal lobotomy seems pretty much a necessity for the drivers. Other than that, it’s a cake walk. 
 
    Broken glass littered several of the risers, a blunt warning to trespassers. I continued to climb, listening for doors opening and closing. It was a bad place to be. I paused beside the sign for level 7 long enough to put my shoes on again. There was enough noise for me not to worry about drawing attention to myself and I had more things to think about than stealth. 
 
    Someone was talking in low tones a couple of levels above my head. The sound carrying down the stairs was too distorted to make out the words, but it was clear from the crisp rise and fall that the conversation was coming to a conclusion and they were heading in their own separate ways. Another door moaned petulantly, and the echo of footsteps parted, one set through the door, the other coming down the stairs. 
 
    There was nowhere to hide where I was. I backed off through the door to Level 7 and stepped back into the deeper cluster of shadows gathered around the nearest pillar. None of the death race voyeurs seemed interested or even aware of my presence. I offered a silent prayer that it would stay that way. 
 
    The Tin Man opened the door and walked confidently among the gathering, moving as if he had some divine right to be there. He hadn't changed in the slightest, wearing the same rags, the same black hair and those ugly facial scars that marked him forever in my worst memory. He walked up to a kid in a distressed leather jacket and slapped him on the back, seemed to be whispering something. His razor-embedded thumbs glinted in the dying light like hard-edged treasures. The kid nodded and pulled away from the crowd. 
 
    The Tin Man led him back towards the privacy of the stairwell, his arm around him in a manner that might have suggested they were long acquainted if it wasn't for the way the thumb razor seemed to creep towards the kid's bare neck. 
 
    Before they were halfway to the door the sound of the race detonated in a series of rapid-fire explosions and roars as the demons under the bodywork of the Cosworth and the Porsche came to life. Down below, the kids yelled. Up where I was, a reverent hush descended. The kids stopped breathing as they waited for the first car to come hurtling around the hairpin of the middle ramp. 
 
    I looked at the door as it closed on the Tin Man and his quarry, then at the ramp, around the level, looking for another way up to the next level, another set of stairs. There were plenty but the problem was getting to one of them without having to force a path through the hungry-eyed spectators. I moved back against the wall and sank down because all I could do was wait. 
 
    And then the Cosworth came careening around the ramp, the Porsche's bonnet up its boot. Wheels shrieked. The stench of burning rubber was incredible. The driver of the Cosworth was a compact blackness behind the tinted glass. How old was he? Ten? Twelve? He was barely in control of the demon, throwing it into a dangerously tight turn too early for the up-ramp. The Cosworth's wing clipped the side of the up-ramp's wall, its front wheel catching the concrete lane divider. I thought the kid had lost it for sure, but he mounted the concrete rise and accelerated even harder into the turn, driving as if he were prepared to kill himself if that was what it would take to win, his recklessness keeping him alive for this level at least. 
 
    The Porsche pushed the Cosworth hard, always up its backside but always in control, plenty in reserve, waiting for the mistake to capitalize on. 
 
    I chewed on my knuckle and tried not to imagine the wreckage. 
 
    The crowd howled its appreciation, and then the cars were gone, up and away. The tension lifted from them, the spectators started breathing again. 
 
    The Tin Man came back through the door. From his fixed smile I guessed he wasn't too upset at missing the high point of the meeting. He was looking around the crowd again. This time I moved first, slipping back out through the door to the stairwell. The kid with the leather jacket was half a flight below me rolling a five pound note into a straw to snort the small sachet of premature burial he had paid the Tin Man cash for. 
 
    I climbed quickly but the kid was wrapped up in the act of getting his fix. I heard the door open and close behind me, and voices again. The Tin Man pushing something harder on to some other sucker with cash to burn. 
 
    Not this time, I thought coldly, taking the cheesewire garrotte out of my pocket and wrapping it around my clenched fists. My heartbeat slowed to nothing in my chest as I waited for him to come. 
 
    He stopped a single flight from where I waited and sat on the stairs. His buyer stayed on his feet, shifting anxiously from one to the other, breathing impatiently. The Tin Man had reeled in a live on. The kid was speeding. 
 
    'Hurry up, man!' the speedfreak hissed. 
 
    'Time kid, time,' the Tin Man replied, pulling a piece of silvered mirror from his rags. He cut the powder using the razors in his thumbs, neat, precise movements. He cut something in with it but the speedfreak was too far gone to notice. 'Twenty quid,' he said, handing the mirror over. The speedfreak paid. He clutched it like it was the Holy Grail, not baking powder at all. 'Now fuck off, kid.' 
 
    The speedfreak didn't need telling twice. He clattered down the stairs, dragging his stiff fingers through the metal railings. I tested the garrotte. The Tin Man was eleven small steps away. I could smell the sodden whiskey and the reek of his cheap cigarettes hanging in the air with the more human cologne of urine. He was lighting up. A crinkle of paper then the twist of a cap. He raised the bottle to his lips, swallowed deeply and sighed. 
 
    Could I do it? 
 
    Yes, yes, I could. . . 
 
    Eleven small steps between man and monster. 
 
    Eleven. 
 
    Ten. 
 
    Nine. 
 
    Eight. . . 
 
    The Tin Man exhaled, his head tilting back to rest on the concrete step behind him. His eyes were closed, savouring his own brand of fix. 
 
    Seven. 
 
    Six. 
 
    Five. . . 
 
    The speedfreak's noise was fading. I could hear my own footsteps again. Not loud, but there. The Tin Man's eyelids fluttered, but didn't open. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Three. . . 
 
    His eyes were open, staring at me, but it didn't matter, he was mine and this way he knew it. Knew what death had come for him. He tried to rise but the drink had taken the edge off his movements. The whiskey bottle smashed on the stairs, puddling yellow and glass. Put his hand down in the broken glass. 
 
    He was mine. I moved fast but there was no real need. My arms looping over his head and pulling back hard, lifting him up another step by the throat. I wanted him dead. He kicked out, jerked, horrible gargling sounds coming out of his throat. I pulled harder, crossing my hands and using the points of my elbows on his spine as a brace. The cheesewire garrotte bit deep, sheering through the soft flesh of his neck, into the cartilage of his Adam's Apple and opening a window-slit into his trachea. His fingers clawed at his throat, at my fingers, dug into the bloody flesh, his razors doing more damage, more cutting, but there was no clawing his way back from this brink for the Tin Man. There was the fresh braying of engines somewhere below, goaded by the wet wind. His legs spasmed. He made the one sickly gargling noise, blood filling up in his airways. I wanted to believe that he was begging me for his life, that he even knew who I was. 
 
    But he didn't have a clue. I could have been another speedfreak or a biker on a downer, a boy racer on an upper, a smackhead on a trip. I could have been anyone. He didn't have a clue. 
 
    I yanked my hands back, my elbows forcing him to look at me. 
 
    His eyes were wide, wild, scared, the pupils dilated. 
 
    He didn't have a clue who I was and that was the truth. 
 
    My grip slackened. 
 
    I didn't think I was going to be able to follow through; finish him off. But then Aimee's face slipped into my mind's eye; Aimee's pale and beautiful face, and as I reached for it the skin slipped away and there he was beneath. I screamed and pulled so hard, so desperately hard, that the cheesewire cut a bloody slash into my fingers and I kept pulling until I felt the solid barrier of his spinal column. 
 
    The Tin Man was dead only his body didn't know it. 
 
    It was a quick learner, though. 
 
    He jerked, once, twice, his feet banging off the bottom step, then his fingers lost their strength and it was over. 
 
    I felt empty. There was no satisfaction. And a man lay dead at my feet. Whatever his crimes, a man lay dead at my feet, and his blood was on my hands. But there was Aimee. 
 
    I pulled the cheesewire garrotte out of his neck and unwrapped it from my hands. It was impossible to tell where his blood ended and mine began. And I could smell every hormone in that blood we shared. I put the cheesewire in my pocket and stepped past him. Someone would find him and the message would get back to Crohak; The Devil's Right Hand was coming for him. 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    I walked out into the rain, letting it engulf me. 
 
    Letting it flatten my hair. 
 
    Letting it slick down my back. 
 
    Living the sensations, the night in pieces behind me. Even though it wasn't fully dark yet, not even half-dark, streetlights puddled amber where they hadn't been put out. I could feel my hands twitching at my side, craving my attention. The rain had thinned the Tin Man's blood without purging it. That was the first time I noticed how much like angels wings my hands were, and how, if I creased it into a fist just so, I could see the shadows coalesce into the face of the Tin Man. I clenched my fist then opened it, making him scream as I pulled his face apart. 
 
    My heart came alive and started beating again then. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    I found the Scarecrow in the heart of Funland. 
 
    An amusement park built in the bowels of a shopping centre, too cramped, too hot and too loud. 
 
    He had been waiting for me as if he knew all along I would come for him. As if I were his hope and redemption and not his damnation at all. 
 
    I found him on a cheap plastic seat surrounded by children, counting off the seconds until he came face to face with the Angel of Death. None of them were with him. They wore cheap plastic bracelets on their wrists which they flashed when they wanted to go on a ride. The Scarecrow didn't appear to see them as they ran across the miniature golf course on their way to the roller-coaster and King Whiz's castle. The Viking long boat sailed back and forth across the same patch of sky to screams and whoops from its sailors. Garish costumes waddled by in oversized boots. Dodgem cars piled up in a series of multiple collisions that sent sparks flying across the overhead grid. Toddlers trampolined on the inflatable castle mimicking the collisions of the dodgems. Older kids congregated around the banks of arcade machines, challenging each other to the death over high scores and combinations of special moves. 
 
    And noise. Noise. Noise. Music. Shouts. Screams. Laughter. Tears. Folded in on each other until they unified in bedlam. 
 
    The Scarecrow was the only stationary body amid the ever changing sea of little bodies chasing down pleasure. The game. 
 
    And he was waiting for me. 
 
    He was painfully easy to find after the Tin Man. I could smell his blood as easily as I could smell gasoline, because it was tainted in the same way that the Tin Man's blood had been tainted. It had that same tang. It smelled of killing. That was a smell I would never mistake again. Killing. And his rags were soaked in it. All I had to do was walk among the folk out on the fringe and hunt out that smell. It was never very far away. 
 
    I walked between the bodies as they played, my hand closing around the handle of the breadknife I had taken from home. I must have looked like death because he recognised me as I came at him out of the crowd. And I felt some small sense of satisfaction then. My reflection in the bright steel cages of the roller-coaster cars was gaunt, my paint and lacquer coloured skin sallow, and yes, I imagined death could look like me. This death. The Scarecrow's. 
 
    The confidence was gone and so was his grace. The Scarecrow was frightened. He pushed himself to his feet, back-peddling. Tripped over a rubbish bin and fell sideways in a sprawl of coats and rags and that mop of straggly blonde hair. No one moved to help him. All they saw was an old drunk. A dosser who had no one to blame but himself, and what was he doing here anyway? I walked slowly forward, letting the bodies part to allow me through while the Scarecrow scrambled on the terracotta-tiled floor. He had no bike chain to defend himself now, and no friends to take me down. 
 
    He was mine, all mine. 
 
    It looked as if I was helping him to his feet. I reached down and caught a hold of his cuff, used it to haul him to his feet, and as he came level with my face I plunged the breadknife into his stomach and forced it upwards, lifting him and opening a door this time, no little window, for him to bleed his life out through. 
 
    'For Aimee,' I hissed into his ear, making him hear above the din. Ramming the blade home again to reinforce the message. 'For Aimee.' 
 
    He screamed but it was impossible to decipher one scream from another in this kid's Funland. No one looked or moved. No security came. 
 
    I pushed the knife again. For anyone looking I wrapped my free arm around his back as if he needed my support in standing. Beneath the cover of the coats I pulled the knife out and dropped it on the floor. Then I plunged my hand into the rent, feeling for his heart, feeling its rapidly weakening beat in my hand, and for a second I had the power of life and death in my grasp, before I clenched my fist and stilled it with a sharp tug. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    Turning, I eased the Scarecrow back down onto the cheap plastic seat again and pulled the layers of his rags over the open door into his body. Blood was streaming from the wound, clotting and darkening the filthy rags. I picked up the knife and patted the Scarecrow on the cheek before I walked away as if it was the most natural thing in the world for me to do, my good deed done, the harmless old soak back on his perch. 
 
    I felt like Moses walking away through the tide of thrill seekers, the way they seemed to shrink away from me as if they knew, but that part of me, the core, was just as empty as it had been when I found Aimee all those days ago. 
 
    But my hands weren't empty, now there were two faces grained into the skin, one on each hand, the Tin Man and the Scarecrow bleeding in the shadows of my palm, my dead locked there to whisper words of cold, cold comfort in my ears as I prowled the streets chasing that scent, the pheromone that belonged so uniquely to killing. 
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    I had been living on the streets three weeks when I found Chaz's body hanging by the neck beneath the girders of the TyneBridge. 
 
    His mouth had been stuffed with pigeon feathers. His hands bound. He had been cut. Bled. His eyes taken. 
 
    The wall behind his body had been sprayed with the wings of a huge black bird. 
 
    Crohak knew I was coming, that was the message. He knew I was coming, but I had one last parasite to snare. 
 
    I touched the dead boy's cheek with my fingers, let them linger there on the cold flesh while I said my good-bye to another victim. 
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    When his turn came, the Cowardly Lion ran for his life. 
 
    But there was nowhere for him to run to. 
 
    The sides of the alley reared up bleakly in the darkness like the claws of predatory bird. A snare. Although the rain had stopped, the cobbles were slick beneath his madly running feet, making it doubly treacherous. 
 
    The Cowardly Lion's coats flapped behind him like the broken wings of his master's bird, dragged down into the alley to face The Devil's Right Hand. 
 
    The few windows that weren't smashed looked blank and blind on the chase, no lights burning behind the sheets of glass. 
 
    And I was behind him, chasing him for his life. 
 
    He clutched a bottle in his hand, but I was too far behind when he threw it. It shattered harmlessly on the cobbles. His face, picked out by the silver moon, was masked by a patch of slowly spreading darkness that was his birthmark. The Cowardly Lion bolted again, his footsteps clattering over the cobbled ground. There was thirty yards between us when I skipped over the fragments of broken glass. 
 
    He ran, but I was faster. Where all I could think of was Chaz's body swinging under the bridge and Aimee's body in the bathtub, her head against the black tiles, the tiles running with black tears all I had lost he had so much more to think about as he ran. He had all he could lose to weigh him down, and heavy frightened people move slower in the darkness where there are too many things to trip them and claw them back. 
 
    It was three in the morning. That time when people die quietest. The last day of my third week on the streets. He was to be my third face. The third Oz Parasite. His death would be quiet but bloody where I took the cut-throat to his face. I would need three cuts. 
 
    The Cowardly Lion looked back every few seconds to see me closing the gap between us. He raised his butcher's hook but it didn't look like a threat – it looked like he was desperately trying to ward off the inevitable. I laughed and my laughter sounded mad even in my own ears. 
 
    In the end he ran into a dead-end. Surrounded by high-sided wheelie bins and the rubbish of other people's lives, the Cowardly Lion roared his last, a pitiful whimper as he pleaded for his life. 
 
    I held on to the image of Aimee's face cut away and lying on my pillow when I took the cut-throat to his cheek and drew the blade across his scratchy beard, shaving him beneath the skin. His screams ripped at the heart of the night but we were in the kind of area where curiosity killed more than the odd cat. We were left alone, me to cut, him to bleed. 
 
    He didn't die cleanly. He rammed the curve of that butcher's hook at my stomach and tried to draw my intestines out, but he was so dreadfully slow; moving as if he were dead already. I caught his wrist and held it. I wasn't letting go. Not now. Not ever. I stared into his eyes, looking for some kind of recognition that I was more than just death come down on him. 
 
    But there was nothing. 
 
    'I'm dead.' I needed to say it, needed him to know why I was killing him. It mattered to me, somehow differentiated between man and monster. 'You killed me. You and your friends. You stole my life.' I put the blade to his throat and slashed, drawing it up quick and hard to join with the long opening carved by the first cut. Air bubbles blew out of his throat, each one coated by a skein of blood. The sound was similar to a fire in the rain, burning but being put out in the end. The third cut was the mirror of the first, from temple to temple to chin, and then beneath the skin, peeling the features from the face in the grimmest parody of a mask imaginable. 
 
    He slumped, the wall against his back the only thing that kept him from falling completely. 
 
    Cutting him was messy. 
 
    The Cowardly Lion's blood ran down my forearms. 
 
    His face didn't come off in a single sheet. It came off in chunks, like a badly carved roast. 
 
    But it came off. 
 
    I made damned sure of that. 
 
   
  
 



The Pain, Heartbreak and Redemption of a Broken Man 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    Killing them didn't solve anything though, didn't take away the emptiness, and that was the hardest lesson of all. 
 
    Revenge tasted hollow. 
 
    There was still that Aimee-shaped hole inside me when I woke up in the morning and that Aimee-shaped hole eating away at me when I curled up at night. Only the yearning animated my resurrected flesh and now there were more ghosts, more dead, and the world I inhabited was a worse place for it. 
 
    That was my watershed, I think, that realisation. I would stop short of calling it understanding. It was far less than one, a little more than the other. I was walking towards a finality, a confrontation with Crohak that would see it all come down. He would end or I would end. It would be worked out, for better or worse, one way or the other and I found myself thinking that I didn't care. I walked the streets in body, but I walked somewhere else as well. I walked through the constructs of my past, my life as it was, through the dark pillars that were Aimee and Ciaran, mum and dad, my friends. The stones of my past. My foundations. I walked through their claim on me. It was like molasses, pulling at me while I tried to hold some faith in my own goodness, but then I saw the knife or the razor, or the garrotte in my hands as I choked the life out of the Tin Man, and a shadow crossed that goodness, a shadow called murder. 
 
    I might as well have been a serial killer. It was hard to see how I was any different from them, killing in the name of love or right or whatever badge of honour I wanted to pin to my sleeve to justify it, it was still killing and it wasn't over. 
 
    But it would be, soon enough. 
 
    And, God forgive me, I felt a grim sense of anticipation when I allowed myself to think about it like that. 
 
    The weather turned again, for the worse, the Indian summer evaporating as the drizzle hardened into a relentless rain. The street was a miserable place to live. Alley after alley, street after street, dead, the bricks, the buildings, the pavements, the city in mourning and not understanding why. I walked, endlessly unaware of my surroundings, listening to the wind's elegiac voices as they cried for the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion. I hated myself, scavenging after food, begging for a handout when I saw a pressed suit. Once, just once, I thought about writing a 'Help Me' sign, but despite my grief I couldn't do it. I let my 'designer' stubble grow out into a scraggy beard that kept some of the chill out. Slept in doorways and stared at the dead faces on my hands. My dead. I recognised the madness of guilt staring me in the face when I looked at them, but this time there was no Aimee, no champion of hopeless causes, to pull me out on the other side of my private hallucination in one piece. I owned these dead men and there was no one to leech away the cold that had become my body's heat. No one to make everything all right. There was just me and a handful of beautifully cruel weapons. 
 
    I couldn't keep the weapons. I knew that much. I had to get rid of them. I thought about throwing them in the Tyne, and knew it was the right thing to do. The sludge and gunk at the bottom would swallow my metal offering up like a hungry God. 
 
    The razor and the breadknife sank with the faintest splash as I hurled them from the river bank, but the cheesewire floated, tangling up with the weeds drowning on the waterline. I abandoned it to fight for its life. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    When I turned around I saw the outline of a rag-clothed tramp picked out against the side of a warehouse wall and, across the street, a bag lady clutching her bulging proggy mat shopping bag so tightly I knew it had her whole life in it. Her fingers were bone-white spindles from where I stood. Birds’ claws. 
 
    She was watching me intently. But not moving. 
 
    The rag-clothed tramp stepped aside. Behind him a gloomy doorway gaped openly, black lips around an ugly cavity-filled mouth. A dirty face. 
 
    A pigeon swept in through the gap, disappearing into the black beyond. And another. Then another. Two more, wings touching, fused together like Siamese twins. Three. Ten. Too many to count, tiny bodies melting together like the survivors of a nuclear holocaust. And still more pigeons wheeling in the sky, banking away from the sun and the flock, being swallowed by the black cavity inside the dirty face. 
 
    The rag-clothed tramp smirked when he saw I was lost. Cracked a smile open on broken and yellow-rotten teeth. 'Inside,' he seemed to be saying as they started pouring out of the woodwork. 
 
    Shapes. . . 
 
    By a burned out Subaru, a shape, stooped, thick, clutching a brown paper bagged bottle tightly to its lips; by the wire fence of the lonely generator, a shape, skeletally thin, towering; in the entrance to the alley across the street, a shape; by the telephone box, two shapes; and more, spilling out of the night like lice in two's and three's, rags and coats sweeping behind them. 
 
    'Inside.' I heard him clearly this time. 
 
    I broke eye contact to look down at my trembling hands. My dead were laughing at me. Laughing. Laughing. Laughing. My fingers drifted to the cold metal of the bird hanging around my neck, Matthew's gift. I imagined I felt a pulse beating in the breast of that damned talisman. 
 
    And what choice did I have but to go inside? 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    Inside Crohak's Rookery. 
 
    They came in behind me, Crohak's beggar troupe, ushering me deeper into the Bird Man's foul warren but still keeping their distance, afraid to get too close to the man who had caused their kind so much harm. 
 
    Outside, it was obvious the Rookery had been carved from the stone of an abandoned warehouse, but from the inside I would never have guessed it had ever been anything other than a CardboardCity put together by the army of deadbeats. Newspaper-wrapped torches guttered in oil smeared sconces, casting a fitful illumination across the lines of boxes and the string lines where torn coats and dirty sheets made a labyrinth of walls and streets through the cardboard. Shit, sweat, booze and piss, a world of smells distilled down to these four essences. Rows of pigeons lined the makeshift walls, their horrible beady black eyes watching me as I picked my way through the filth. And the boxes weren't empty, they were homes to the street people Crohak had collected about him; this was what Chaz had meant when he said Crohak took them in, gave them a roof. He gave them a box to call their own and left them to fester among the shit and the piss and the rats. 
 
    Who was I to judge? A fallen angel come down from the lofty heights of the TheatreVillage to die on the streets. And I couldn't even do that cleanly and on my own. No, I needed to drag others down into the gutter with me. People who cared about me. I needed to make them suffer along with me. I was sick like that. . . 
 
    I ached for it to be over. 
 
    The fluttering darkness was claustrophobic. I could hear every bead of sweat as it broke on my skin. Could hear the pulse of those creepy birds staring at me from their white linen perches. Could hear the croupy breathing of the creatures trapped in this purgatory with me. Could hear it all beneath the demented, discordant chorus of the caged pigeons. 
 
    Too much. 
 
    I wanted to scream, let it all out in one abusive torrent, but I kept that anger bottled up inside, kept it as a tiny black seed, knowing I would need it before this scene was played out. 
 
    I walked slowly between the press of the sheets and the cardboard walls. The street people crawled out from their pits to stare at me, more eyes on my back. A stick kid, all elbows and ribs, sprayed a black bird into the fabric of one of the walls. He pulled the sheet back as I got closer, then scuttled out of the way, blocking the only other road through. 
 
    I ducked under the washing line onto a street identical to the one I had just left; more eyes; the same smells, but stronger here, nearer the heart. A huddle of tramps were clustered around a small fire counting out greasy chips like they were the currency of this place; one for you, one for me.Seeing me coming, one of the group crammed the sorry handful of potato into his mouth all at once, hardly chewing as he forced the things down. I thought he was going to choke but he just kept pushing until the chips were a mush smeared across his lips. His eyes darted fearfully. 
 
    What had these denizens heard about me? 
 
    A rat the size of my foot scurried around the edge of the fire, as at home in the CardboardCity as the tramps. 
 
    I walked past the fire, trying to tell myself I couldn't smell their blood, that it wasn't thinned and tarted a little by the recent infusion of alcohol. That it wasn't me that was changing. The world itself blurred around me as I squeezed my way through the cardboard alleys thronged with street people, their faces pallid, taunting, eyes glazed, teeth rotten. They drew back as I got close enough to touch. Kept that distance between us. 
 
    Finally I could see where the alley was going; in a corner, a rusted iron staircase corkscrewed down from the stone sky of CardboardCity and spiralled deeper still through the floor to some subterranean crypt. The bolts securing the top of the stairs had pulled away from the brickwork, leaving the iron railings dangling precariously. Simply resting my hand on the railing was enough to set it rocking. I didn't see how it could possibly hold my weight. 
 
    Crohak's beggars clustered around me, dragging their feet, breathing heavily. A pair of hands shoved me in the back. I caught hold of the stairs as they pushed again. 
 
    'Okay, okay.' I muttered. 'I get the message.' 
 
    I started to climb. Looking up I saw two ugly faces come peering over the ledge where the staircase emerged in a room beyond the CardboardCity sky. Their heads shook slightly. I backed up, feeling the stairs rock dangerously under my change of direction. The metal grated against the stone, powdering the softer mineral. Rust flaked across my palm. There was that smell again, smoking hickory wood. . . I wondered what it was, really. I kept going down, waiting for my feet to find the bottom. They did. And there was that faint, mocking laughter that had dogged me since the crash. 
 
    I felt the cold, creeping sensation of fear touch my skin. 
 
    I turned. 
 
    The stairs had led me to a large empty room, no more ranks of cardboard homes, just hard packed dirt, a faint drip dripping sound, water, and that damp, underground smell. The wall at my side was limned with a greasy moisture that my racing imagination insisted was blood. 
 
    And there he was, close enough to spit on. 
 
    Crohak reclined on a throne somehow carved from the crushed bodies of hundreds of tiny birds, their heads, bodies and wings fused together in a macabre sculpture. A black-flecked broken wing twitched as I stared, and suddenly I understood another aspect of the Bird Man's sick architecture – it was still alive. A sparrow's head set in to the armrest beneath Crohak's fingers craned, struggling futilely to break whatever spell held it captive. 
 
    The throne was snared in the glow of a naked bulb, the first sign of electricity in this purgatory. 
 
    The Bird Man waited for me to approach his grizzly throne, his bloodless white fingers caressing the brow of an imprisoned gull. The bird's swollen eyes followed me. It was dead because the wind no longer stirred its wings, because darkness and the Bird Man was its world. It was dead and was just beginning to come to terms with it. 
 
    I wanted to say something clever, something flippant, a quip that would have tripped off my tongue easily enough a few long weeks ago, but my lips might as well have been stitched together with cat gut. 
 
    I had thought about nothing but this moment since Malachi had failed me. Face to face with the man who ruined my life. The hunger to see him burn was all that had kept me going at times. And now here it was, that moment. 
 
    And my weapons were sinking in the river outside. . . 
 
    I looked into the Bird Man's eyes, drawn almost hypnotically by the gaze. I felt part of myself weakening, succumbing. It was so very much easier to be the prey than it was to be the predator, so easy to lose the will to live. . . But the will keeping me alive wasn't all mine to lose. . . I felt myself yielding, but against that I felt the tenseness of Malachi's will hardening behind my weakness. Keeping the blood pumping through my hardened arteries, in turn, keeping my will, my resistance, alive, fanning the black seed I had nurtured this far. It would flame. It would flame. 
 
    Somehow, I pulled my gaze away from the Bird Man's mesmerising eyes. For a second I stood there, tensed rigid, not really knowing where the Hell I was. And there he was, exactly as I remembered him from the roadside. Squalid gabardine coats, that hair, that face, those eyes. . . Exactly as I remembered him. I stopped on the periphery of the light thrown by that solitary bare bulb and waited. 
 
    'So, it comes to this,' Crohak said sadly. 
 
    'After all we have been through together,' I agreed ironically. It wasn't a bad opening line. Not one of the very best but the delivery was deadpan and that was a triumph all of its own because inside I was a mess. The innermost angels and demons of my psyche were at war over the controls, and thank God a strange thought under the circumstances the demons were winning. A surge of black anger rose from that tiny black seed at the base of my neck and ballooned until the swollen blossom was pushing out against the walls of my skull. Pushing. I wanted to see the bastard burn for what he had done to Aimee. I wanted to gouge my fingernails into his face and rip and pull until there was nothing left of it. I wanted to crush the bones of his skull with my bare hands, grind them into the hard-packed dirt floor. I was intense. Burning cold, full of an anger that surprised and terrified me, the blood surging through my tensed body like white-water rapids, part of me screaming for his blood. It sent an icy course of pleasure shivering through my hands as I raised them to my face. 
 
    I pressed my fingers to my eyes; the magic part of me. Brilliant white light sparked and danced across my eyelids; pale white faces snared in that light. 
 
    When I pulled my fingers away their ghosts stayed with me; Aimee and Chaz burning brightest. 
 
    'I'm going to kill you,' I hissed then, grabbing a hold of that anger with both fists, thrusting it at him. I had this cold flashburn image of me using my bare fists to pummel Crohak to death with the savage force of my fists flying over and over, driving hard into his face, cracking his face, breaking him. . . 
 
    And the bastard laughed at me. He laughed at me. That damned sarcastic laugh. Down here it was a hideous avian sound that seemed to fill this under-crypt with unpleasant echoes and flapping wings. 
 
    'Such hatred,' the Bird Man said, raising his own hands with deceptive grace. And as he laughed that laugh again his fingers fluttered and, like some horror from a deep-seated nightmare, began to detach from his hands. It was dizzying and impossible, but within the merest fraction of a heartbeat the muscle had separated itself from bone and parted to become these scraps of fleshy birds, blood and so much more glistening on the bodies of that foul carrion as it swarmed around the Bird Man's head. Their flesh mimicked wings perfectly, tiny indentations of feathers coated with a slick gloss and so detailed. And talons. 'Such hatred. . .' he said again, making a tight gesture with his bones that sent his carrion at me. 
 
    Something inside me snapped then, confronted by another sign of madness. These things flying at me. Loosing the anger to simply rage, I went for him. Swept out of the shadow and threw myself at Crohak, my arms flailing at the swarming things as they buzzed and massed around my head, their pulpy, bloody bodies touched and fused with my skin wherever they touched. They went for my eyes. For my nose. My mouth, Anywhere they could get into me. I span wildly, desperately trying to claw them off my face, but they were like leeches, drawing blood out of me where they sank into my skin. Bleeding me. Patches of skin burned where they ate into it. I peeled one of the things off my cheek before it could eat into my eye, the acid of its blood scorching my hand as I clenched my fist around it until it burst. I dropped it but two more had replaced it before the thing hit the dirt, sinking into the soft skin of my cheek with a sound like butter melting in a hot pan. Then they were on my eyes. I felt sickness clutch at my stomach walls as my guts threatened to spill. The tiny fleshy monstrosities fashioned from the Bird Man's fingers were bloating and guzzling my blood like a flock of miniature maggot-vampires feeding for their master. They wormed their way up my nostrils, the tiny indentations of the wings like barbs as they burned into the sensitive flesh and stuck there. I couldn't breath and because of the barbs I couldn't dislodge the blood suckling parasites. The sheer intensity of the pains they opened, each one so acute, so tiny, so disorientating, I thought I was going to die, that this was it, the end song. The feeding frenzy was sordid and unquenchable; fire. But it was an end, and that was what I had been looking for all this time, wasn't it? An end. 
 
    I opened my mouth to scream, let my last breath have some purpose, but it was just like opening the gate for more of them to pour in and tear up my throat consuming the scream before it made a sound. 
 
    I fell to my knees, hands clutching at my throat. 
 
    Crohak didn't move. Didn't call the things back. 
 
    When blackness swam up to swallow me he was the last thing I saw. That hair, that face, those eyes. . . 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    I should have known better than to expect death; heaven or hell. 
 
    No, I opened my eyes on blackness and silence but it wasn't any kind of death. It was dirt. The side of my face was pressed into the cold earth. I could taste the dirt on my tongue. The insides of my throat and nose burned, but they were clear and that was no small mercy. Dry blood scabbed on my cheeks and around my mouth and nose where the things from Crohak's fingers had gorged themselves. 
 
    I stirred groggily, struggled to roll over. My head swam. Span. When it stopped I realised I wasn't alone. The silence had dissolved into other sounds; breathing, loud in the darkness. More than one person or a never-ending echo conjured and amplified by the weird acoustics of the crypt. I made it on to my back. Over to the left, light flickered from the bare bulb. I'd fallen outside of its circle of light. 
 
    Water dripped, and in it I could hear the thoughts of Crohak's damned beggar army, screaming for blood. 
 
    It took a long second to orientate myself. 
 
    The Bird Man prodded me in the side with the toe of his booted foot. 'Not dead, then? Good.' His implacable stare was basilisk-like. 
 
    I parted my lips to speak but it hurt. I coughed and gagged instead, the pain of it doubling me up. 
 
    Crohak drove a kick into the base of my spine, hard enough to cripple me. I couldn't move. 
 
    'Kill me,' I gasped finally, biting back the flames of agony those two words cost. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    Arms hauled me gracelessly to my feet. 
 
    My legs sagged. I couldn't stand, but they wouldn't let me fall. 
 
    I was too weak to put up much of a fight; I kicked and struggled but they were weak kicks and a not-quite wriggling struggle, there was no force to them, no strength. Between them they were a miserable defiance against the strength of the arms. Fingers dug into my arms as they dragged me through the patches of light and dark towards a deeper dark; a hole in the ground. 
 
    'Oh, God, no. . . You can't. . .' I moaned, realising, too late. I started to struggle then, to really kick, jerk my shoulders, twist and squirm but the ground was yanked out from under me as the hands pitched me out into the darkness. 
 
    I landed badly, coming down hard on my shoulder and arm, then my back as I went over. I crashed into the unforgiving wall of the pit. Agony's fire flared all the way down my left side. 
 
    They pulled a wooden plank-lid across the hole above me, sealing me in. It was completely dark, but the absence of light didn't kill the sounds. 
 
    Small, scratchy sounds that could only be rats. 
 
    I heard them laughing as they left me in the pit. 
 
   
  
 



Six 
 
      
 
    I didn't move; couldn't. Not at first. 
 
    Spoiled water was dripping into my face my from somewhere above. I let it. 
 
    The river. . . 
 
    I was under the river. . . 
 
    I felt suddenly cold. Something scurried close to my hand. I felt its fur brush against the fine hairs on the back of my hand and then it was gone but those fine hairs still crawled. 
 
    The quality of the darkness was claustrophobic, not satisfied with surrounding me, it had to be inside me. Inside my mouth, my throat, my nostrils, my ears. It swarmed dizzyingly, pressing at me all of the time, like the water spilling down my face. 
 
    I wiped at my face but the greasy water was insistent. It slipped through my fingers, into my eyes, down my cheeks, over my lips, into my mouth. I spat but more kept coming, hungry like rain. 
 
    I shuffled backwards, my fingers pushing into the soft moist dirt floor until they were buried to the first knucklebone, until I felt my back press against the solidity of the wall. The constant stream of water had the pit floor sodden. Tentatively, I began exploring the dimensions of my prison, feeling out the closeness of the walls with nervous fingers and palms. The walls were rough and uneven – as if some sort of mural had been carved in to them by the previous tenants –less than six feet apart in any direction, and roughly circular. It had that smell, too. Smoking hickory wood and cinnamon. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet then, jumped and swatted at the air reaching a long way short of the pit's wooden lid, not sure what I was doing or why I was doing it. I did it again though, and again, hitting the wall this time, and I kept on jumping and waving at the blackness and throwing myself into the walls until I was gasping from the exertion, dizzy, sick, bruised and totally disorientated. 
 
    Beaten, I sank back down into a huddle. 
 
    I drew my legs in, wrapped my arms around my knees and began rocking gently, just rocking, rocking, feeling a jutting part of the wall mural press into my back every time I rocked back. 
 
   
  
 



Seven 
 
      
 
    Time stood still in that cramped little hole; lost all meaning. 
 
    I didn't shout or scream. 
 
    I struggled to remain calm, to think my way through the confinement. To think of ways to pass some of that meaningless time. 
 
    I tried music, thinking my way back through the web of the piano solos that had been second nature before the night of the crash, but it was useless because every note slowed down to the beat of a funeral march and haunted me. 
 
    Then I tried counting it by breaths but tired of the game after three thousand and twenty seven. The number itself wasn't special, it was the extra little something that went along with it. The three thousand and twenty seventh was a rat serenade. I stopped counting because they started crawling over my legs. I couldn't see them, not properly, just vague outlines because my eyes refused to adjust to the utter dark. I didn't need to see them. I felt them, and I heard them, that was enough. One crawled over my foot. I felt it trying to nose a way beneath the cuff of my trousers. Felt its warmth as it nosed my bare skin. That was it. I kicked out, sending it skittering into the pitch. And I screamed. And I mean screamed. I opened my mouth and howled. The noise lashed back at me like nails being driven into my eardrums. That made me scream harder. 
 
   
  
 



Eight 
 
      
 
    Minutes. 
 
    Hours. 
 
    Days. 
 
    The time passed by meaninglessly with nothing to measure it but the growing pain in my gut as the rats came closer. 
 
    They had started treating me like a resident part of geography of the pit. Something to be climbed, explored, conquered, and while I was warm, something to be gnawed on, to sharpen teeth on, food for the colony should I stop fighting back. 
 
    And in all of that time the lid never came off once. 
 
   
  
 



Nine 
 
      
 
    I was trying to force my body into coming to terms with the idea of starvation but it was a dead loss, if you'll forgive the pun. My belly grumbled like an old Jewish mother, it just kept on at me, nagging, nagging, ever-present in my thoughts, the hunger pang equivalent of Maureen Lipman's Beatty jazzed on amphetamines. 
 
    Food wasn't the only craving, though. Something else wormed away inside my gut, like hunger but subtly different in a way that took me the longest time to differentiate. 
 
    I felt myself starting to shake after a while. Little tremors. 
 
    It was the damnedest thing, after everything I'd been through I was coming down with a bad case of nicotine withdrawal. All I could think was that God had a warped sense of humour. 
 
    I patted my pocket, not expecting my tobacco tin to be there, but it was. Inside pocket. I pulled it out quickly and popped the lid off, knowing that if my tin was there that meant my lighter was there. Still not daring to hope, I explored the contents of the tin by feel; the slightly rough barrels of the roller, the loose pad of the tobacco, and not a lot of that, the wafer thin rectangle of papers, and last, there it was, the cold metal of my Zippo lighter. Feeling like that first caveman who discovered fire I lifted it out and touched it to my lips, wishing, before I thumbed the wheel and lit up my prison. 
 
   
  
 



Ten 
 
      
 
    The small puddle of light from the Zippo opened a doorway right down into Hell for a single heartbeat before it too died. But in that fraction, the ruined face of a nameless death leered at me from out of the black. 
 
    And it was a face. 
 
    Bone white, speckled with brown slake, its bleached skull pushed out through the skin of the mud wall. Face to face. The jawbone was wrenched out of its socket and hanging but it clung to the rest of the skull as an earthworm wrapped its slinky body around the bone and disappeared into the cavity that would have been an ear in its past life. The jawbone still harboured the roots of teeth that had long since rotted. Before the light died a gasp of purification leaked from the broken-jawed mouth. A many-legged earth dweller squirmed out of the rust-coloured mud, its black carapace crusted and streaked with a watered-down red. 
 
    There were insects everywhere, crawling in and out of burrow holes in the mud walls. They kept the wall alive. 
 
    Either side of the broken skull little calcite fingers, spindles of bone, clawed out to snag me. To snag me and drag me into the mud to share their darkness. 
 
    The stench of petrol caught in my throat. 
 
    Head down, I gagged and vomited, coughing and retching into the dirt between my legs until there was nothing left to bring up. 
 
    And from out of the darkness the rats came to lap it up hungrily. 
 
   
  
 



Eleven 
 
      
 
    My body craved an infusion of cigarette smoke more than ever, but light was the price of a nicotine fix. Light and all it had to show. 
 
    That nameless death with its greedy fingers wasn't going to be alone in the dark. It would have gather others in to share its pain. That meant more deaths, more bones trapped in the walls of a muddy grave. More. More. . . 
 
    I clutched the lighter tightly in my trembling hand, leeching the last of the warmth out of it. It couldn't warm me, though. 
 
    So much pain caught in such a small flame. . . 
 
    I couldn't help myself I had to think about those first tentative tactile explorations after my descent into the pit and how it had felt under my fingers. Like bones. . ? The sibilant whisper ofthe clergyman's words filled my mind's ear. Suddenly I wasn't alone in the darkness. Rapid flashburn images of bleached faces with flesh and blind insects crawling and clinging to them flared and leered on every side, above and below, broken fingers of bone clawing out to snare me; bones lit by my imagination and the clergyman's hideous recollection of that bloody night when the old century died. This wasn't memoryless earth. The rusty colour of the soil suggested a lot of blood had been spilled down here over the years. A lot. I was Crohak's prisoner, trapped in a mass grave of beggars and cripples. The spectres conjured by my imagination were broken and twisted and more disturbing than anything the darkness could hide. 
 
    They wouldn't leave me alone until I lit the lighter; one flame to chase them away. 
 
   
  
 



Twelve 
 
      
 
    The spectres ran as far as the mud walls where they melded into the jumble of bones and caricatures of bodies. 
 
    In places there were more bones than there was rusty earth, bones seething with tiny life, insects swarming over them, eating into each other to get closer to the nutrition of the bone garden. 
 
    Something fragile inside me broke forever. 
 
   
  
 



Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I sat in the middle of the bones, drawing comfort from clutching my legs to my chest and just rocking, rocking, rocking. 
 
    I listened to the conversations of the insects as they burrowed, and the rats as they lapped up my drying vomit, not understanding a sound they made, not understanding how they could bear to live in the mass grave of the bone garden. 
 
    I tried to roll a cigarette but couldn't because my hands were shaking too much. I dropped the tin and curled up into a tight, foetal, ball, my arms locked around my shins, half of my face pressed into the rusty mud, and waited to die. 
 
   
  
 



Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Minutes. 
 
    Hours. 
 
    Days. 
 
    The pain in my stomach became a hollow numbness. It stopped hurting. My throat was parched. I drank the spoiled water that coursed down my upturned face. It tasted faintly metallic, of bromides and earthy elements but it kept me alive because I lacked the strength to let go and die. 
 
    Like my belly, my head was empty. 
 
    My skin crawled with insects, the air with my whimpers. 
 
    I lay there until one of the rats started licking my eyes with its rough tongue. 
 
   
  
 



Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I caught it before it could get away. 
 
    Dug my fingers into its neck so its sharp teeth couldn't find a way to sink into my hand as I smashed it on an outcropping again and again. I felt the spasm of its death course up my arm and clenched my fingers tighter until my nails pierced its thick skin killing it again and again and again. 
 
    I was salivating and that shook me badly. 
 
    I started to tear at the fur, opening the rat up so I could get at its warm flesh. Parted its steaming entrails. It was warm and sticky. I tasted its blood on my fingers as I put them to my mouth, wondering if I could do it. . . 
 
   
  
 



Sixteen 
 
      
 
    There were five rats down there with me. 
 
    They didn't touch the pain in my stomach for more than a few minutes each, their moist softness, their repugnant taste, but the more I chewed the more I grew used to eating. That first mouthful was the worst, but I had time to get used to it. I swallowed again, forcing the dead meat down. Chewed, tasted that warmth as the agony burned within my belly. By the end I was tearing into the carcasses, skinning the rodents with my teeth before I shovelled the still warm meat into my mouth, trying not to think of what I was doing, telling myself I was going to survive, that I would do whatever it took to stay alive. . . 
 
   
  
 



Seventeen 
 
      
 
    When the rats were nothing more than skin and bone left to rot on the floor I started on the insects, worms, beetles and earwigs that sheltered in the walls. 
 
    I gouged my fingers into the rusty mud, clawing out handfuls of the stuff and sifting it for a grub, working blind. Because I couldn't see more than an outline through my animal eyes it stopped hurting. Part of my mind was able to segregate the trauma, keep it away from the other part of my mind where my sanity wavered. Make it unreal, as if it were happening to someone else. That part protected me as best it could but some of the nightmare was always real and refused to bleed away. 
 
    My fingernails broke off. My skin became hard and dry, flaking. My face felt strange, my beard grown wild. The pit stank of my shit where I'd had to empty my bowels so many times it hurt to think. 
 
    I became used to the ravening hunger because it was all I had to satiate myself. 
 
    I quickly sank into myself like the flesh of my limbs which sank into my bones. 
 
    Languished in my pit of despair, my own abyss where my tortured mind plagued itself with hallucinations of juicy steaks lashed with Milanese and peppered sauces, sausages smothered in golden brown fried onions, burgers drippy with grease and melted cheese, and strands of spaghetti run through with creamy pesto, garlic and herbs mixed in. Succulent memories of unholy grails where Ronald McDonald was God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost with double cheese and a side serving of fries. 
 
    And then there was light. . . 
 
   
  
 



Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Nothing brilliant or startling, a chink at first that slanted across the black sky like the sliver from a knife's shiny edge, but then the wooden lid came off and even the dim illumination of the guttering newspaper torches was painful to my eyes. I shuffled back against a wall, covering them. Expecting torment. It came in spades. 
 
    The Bird Man had torches lowered part-way down on ropes so there was no chance of miss-seeing the bones of the beggars grave that kept the wall together. No chance of mistaking what they were. What they meant, those white shapes as they twisted lazily in the guttering light of the burning newspapers. The New Dawn. 
 
    Hungry faces leaned over the side of the pit to stare at my squalid existence. I whimpered, curling up tighter, painfully aware of the small pile of rat corpses stripped of meat and caught in the puddles of light, of the bugs and the faeces clinging to my body, desperately wanting the torment to go away. 
 
    But it wouldn't. 
 
    I heard the mocking echo of the Bird Man laughing again, but this time I didn't care. I pushed my back up against the wall, trying to make myself small. 
 
    He didn't stand there and mock, didn't tell me that the bones that floated in the mud walls were the driving force behind his war with Malachi, didn't try to explain away himself or his actions. His need for revenge. He didn't need to. I understood for myself – darkness, time and solitude were good teachers. 'Get him out of there,' he ordered briskly. 
 
    Another rope was lowered over the ledge, this one bare of torches. I stared at it as if it were the Serpent himself come to lure me into the next circle of Hell. 
 
    'Climb it,' one of the tramps hissed, Jack Daniels strong on his breath even from this far. 
 
    I shook my head, knowing there was no way in God's earth I was up to the climb. 
 
    'Climb the fuckin' thing,' he insisted, hawking and spitting a wad of phlegm at me. Others took his lead, spitting at me, hawking and spitting, hawking and spitting until I reached out for the rope. 
 
    I used it to pull myself to my feet. It hurt to stand after so long lying down. I was painfully weak, my body a bag of bones, a scarecrow, but one hand after the other, I started to haul myself up, using my feet on the rough bones for support. My stick-arms were trembling violently. My hands just couldn't hold on. I fell after less than five feet, collapsing in a heap. I lay there, gasping. 
 
    In the end one of the hawkers had to climb down into the pit and tie the rope beneath my arms so the others could haul me out like a sack of potatoes. 
 
   
  
 



Nineteen 
 
      
 
    They carried me to the foot of Crohak's avian throne. My head swam with images of a kid having spikes driven through his knees. I screamed but it wasn't much of a scream really. It was stillborn in my throat. 
 
    The Bird Man fingered the skull of a pigeon locked in the armrest of his hideous chair, his lifeless eyes watching me intently as his cronies dumped me unceremoniously at his feet. The corpse of a butterfly lodged in its beak. 
 
    I tried to look up but a cramp ripped through my stomach, curling me back into that familiar, safe, foetal ball. 'Why don't you just kill me,' I gasped, finally catching my breath. 
 
    'Because there is something you should see first.' The pathos of his offered explanation made me want to laugh, but wanting and doing were very different beasts. 
 
    From somewhere in the darkness, I heard a bolt being shifted and a heavy door being opened. Crohak's tongue clicked absently against his palette. He prised the struggling butterfly out from between the bird's beak, and rolled it delicately between his fingers until the poor thing was dead, its brilliantly coloured wings mashed into its ochre-leaking body. He wiped it on his coat. I struggled to rise as more newspaper light spilled into the open space bringing footsteps and a dragging shuffle with it; someone was coming. 
 
    Two more of Crohak's beggar army, and between them they dragged an unmoving body. It's head was down against its chest, hair fallen over its features, but it was recognisably male. It became a he and his clothes were wet, soaked in something. Ignoring me, they took him to their master and backed off. 
 
    The Bird Man tangled his fingers through the mop of hair and jerked the head up so it had to stare at me. 
 
   
  
 



Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Matthew!' 
 
    His eyelids flickered but didn't open. His face had taken a severe beating. Purplish bruises mottled the swelling where his cheek and brow were fusing. Bite marks. Cuts and lacerations that made a patchwork of his ebony complexion. Blood crusted around his mouth and broken nose where his lips had been carved away, exposing gums and bloodied teeth. 
 
    The Bird Man loosed his hold and Matthew's ruined head sagged back onto his chest. 
 
    There was a thick, unpleasant smell clinging to the stifled air. It cloyed at the back of my throat like. . . petrol. 
 
    'Is this what you wanted me to see,' I shouted hoarsely, venting my hatred for the Bird Man and all he stood for. 'You've hurt somebody else. Am I supposed to be impressed or intimidated? You can't take anything else way from me so why don't you just get it over with and kill me now. I'm tired and I think I want to die. So just do it will you.' 
 
    'Bring me the torches,' he said to one of his flunkies. The beggar scurried forward with a brace of burning paper torches. They didn't flake into charcoal almost immediately, they held their cold blue flame. 
 
    Somewhere in the crypt a fly was trapped. It buzzed and fretted. Crazily, as if on some unconscious level I had known what was coming, I couldn't think why anyone would have wanted to be a fly on the wall for this. 
 
    The Bird Man touched the fire to Matthew's hair. It caught and roared, a blue streak that raced down the length of his broken body. In a second he became a crumpling ball of bluish fire. The petrol or whatever it was Crohak had soaked his clothes in seemed to suck the flame into Matthew. He flapped and staggered, but there was no putting the fire out; his skin was already charring. The air burned with the reek of tainted flesh. His black ringlets suddenly ignited in a halo of fiery light. His screams were terrible. 
 
    The Bird Man's sugared voice was suggestive, enticing: 'Look at him.' 
 
    And I did. I watched his stumbling fiery dance. My numb body shivered reflexively but it might as well have plagued someone else for all I felt the convulsions. My mind could feel no connection with my shrivelled body. A bleak hiss of idiot noise monopolised the space between my ears. Matthew was a blur; streaks of light and dark dancing to the insistent rhythms of the fire as it consumed him. The flesh didn't cavort or fight the fire, it burned, blackening and blistering, the blisters bursting and weeping and burning and blistering again in a cycle of consummation. And where it bit and burned brightest something else danced within the washed out blue flames. The lies were told. This was another sight, the lie in Matthew, the most treacherous of them all. I was sickened beyond death. The fire ate at him, demanding satisfaction, and I was helpless to prevent it. All I could do was utter a tiny mewling sound as the flame's story spread out across living flesh. 
 
    Story. . . 
 
    They wanted to unveil the truth, in this game of deceits and lies the washed out flames wanted to open my eyes to the truth. They danced higher and deeper every second and through them I could see another sky, another world; a world where Aimee was blackening a string of sausages in the grease and oil of the wok, still alive and angry because I'd gone out without so much as a good-bye peck. 
 
    'Look at him.' Again that hypnotic lure, drawing me deeper, opening the cracks into this new world wider and wider until the brittle tethers holding me to my Aimee-less world were stretched to breaking point. And I wanted to jump head first into the impossible. Embrace the ecstasy of being with her again, getting a second chance to put things right. 
 
    Our eyes met, though she couldn't have seen me, couldn't have known, couldn't have understood my second chance for what it was. And then they stole her away from me again. 
 
    'I'm sorry,' I said silently, unable to turn away as the dead reclaimed her for one of their own with vengeful hands. There was barely a ghost-image of her to focus on, but her attacker was real, solid, undeniable. I felt that other world opening up beneath my feet. My balance on the lip of the Abyss Line was teetering. Worst of all, I wanted to fall off into the mouth of madness. Wanted it to be all over and didn't care if it ended this way or any other. Matthew's lipless mouth twitched, trying to scream but forming words I couldn't read for the fire. 
 
    'Forgive me,' he tried to say as, inside his evanescent flame, he took Aimee's life with the blades of twin razors he had slipped on over his thumbs. 
 
    And it was Matthew, Aimee's killer. 
 
    'Look at him,' the Bird Man insisted, fanning the flames, feeding them with the dirty blood of the truth. 
 
    I didn't want to look, to see, not anymore than I already had. The skin came away from the hollow of her breast-bone. She was screaming inside Matthew, her skin slick, gleaming with the sweat of her fear. Screamed as the blades teased the skin away from her face. I felt her agonies as if they were my own, heard Malachi in another time begging my forgiveness for a betrayal I hadn't been able to understand then, and saw Matthew unmake my one hope of salvation. 
 
    The truth, the whole truth. And nothing but. . . 
 
    Darkness, light, darkness. . . 
 
    Feathers drifted and settled in the focus of my vision; feathers thrown into the room by Matthew. Lies like everything else. 
 
    As I began to understand so Matthew began to cave in on himself, the washed out blue eating him until it was impossible to see his limbs through the conflagration; the heat taunted me as it refused to burn out, showed me Aimee bleeding into the water of the bath, her face pressed against the black tiles. She stayed there, a ghost chained to the body of a corpse, long after Matthew died. The death-fire refusing to let her rest, tearing at Matthew until his body shared the wounds that had killed Aimee, burned them into him. 
 
    He blistered, his lies becoming dust with him. 
 
    I began to cry then, finally, Aimee's ether-face dissolving in front of me. And I wished, oh dear God how I wished, that I had never found the truth. I sank to my knees, my face in my hands, the faces of my innocent dead pressed against my eyes, and I wept for the demon Malachi had made me in his quest for a sword to cut out the cancer. 
 
    To cut out the Bird Man. 
 
   
  
 



Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    I felt the Bird Man's hand on my shoulder and shook it off. I wanted to be alone with my grief but he wouldn't leave me. He wanted something and I knew what that something was. 
 
    'How do I hurt him?' I said, giving it to him. 
 
    And the pain inside started to ebb away. 
 
   
  
 



Streets of Blood-Red Roses 
 
    


 
   
  
 



One 
 
      
 
    The Bird Man's beggar army savaged the streets of the city while dark birds wheeled overhead, beady eyes cast coldly over the dam as it finally broke; cast coldly over the swearing and the jeering of the rag clothed savages as they stripped the carcasses of parked cars and bricked out the glassy eyes of the condemned buildings. They communicated in a ragged semaphore of destruction. Fear of the Bird Man driving them, twisting their arms and their hearts. They were wired. Throwing fucks and bastards and cunts into the air as if they were cans and stones and bottles. Things and words of violence. The empty cackle of a bag lady, sounding so utterly animalistic, punctuated the madness. 
 
    And I watched, my mouth dry. Malachi had killed to make a fighter of me, taken things from my life, precious things, and twisted them to look like Crohak's doing. Lies and deceits to force my hand. Make me fight back. Fight for him and his stinking streets. Fight against the swill that was rising up against him now, rising up all around me. Rising up at my word. I could taste the deliciously scary tang of violence unleashed and it was sweet. This uprising was what I had asked for. Hell, I had demanded it. Because of me the beggars were fighting back. No more pissing about with spray painting walls and burning out derelict slums. This was confrontation. This was fighting back with a viciousness that wasn't about to be denied by bricks and mortar and blue uniforms with PVC shields and night sticks. 
 
    But none of it scared me; none of it touched me. 
 
    But something did scare me: the elemental dance of death cavorting along the same night time street which revenge had me walking. It was by my side, cradling my hand in its own. 
 
    Whispering the words of the bone garden inside my head. 
 
   
  
 



Two 
 
      
 
    This kind of violence wasn't mine. Mine was more intimate. For sharing one on one. Right up close. This was theirs: 
 
    A child of seven hurled a halfbrick through the plate window of a pub with its flaking sign of broken doll parts. Right through the centre of the blue star. The glass shattered. A homemade firebomb, a bottle of Newcastle Brown Ale with a petrol-soaked rag stuffed in its neck, disappeared end over end through the mouth of broken glass, then broke itself with a soft crump as it spread its insidious fire through the dimmed heart of The Broken Doll, catching the crushed velvet and the wood with its own kind of intimacy, making a lover of it. The fire took in the lounge bar, a tight series of miniature detonations marking the deaths of the optic-bound spirits, the heat blossoming. Quick and deadly. Bodies being beaten back by the licking flame. 
 
    Two more cocktails of fire plunged into the blaze, and there was no stopping the burning as it lit up the sky. 
 
    And that was the start. 
 
    A foot smashed the indicator light of a drab grey Nissan in the car park. A gruffly slurred voice yelled: 'Jap crap!' And a double-fist smashed the windscreen. Blades slashed the tyres. 
 
    Grinning, yelling and screaming through the rising cries of the alarms, Crohak's beggar army ripped through the patrons car park. 
 
    I stood unmoving in the centre, my feet straddling the faded white line, feeling like a conductor, feeling the intensity of the energies flowing through me, channelling them, directing them. And yes, savouring them. 
 
    The wind wailed with the banshee voice of the dead; that was how it sounded to my ears. The cripples, the beggars, the poor, come back to gloat as history righted itself and their city drowned under a fresh river of pain. Smoke, dust and ashes marked the heart of the city. And here they were, the dead in the heart of the city. 
 
    More tramps hammered on the metal shutters of the ATS tyre garage across the wide street, their faces lit eerily by the blazing pub as they beat them down with their fists. The cacophony was manic, beating, beating, beating, massive metal wings, but then the rollerdoors screamed one terrible scream and gave in, ripped from their mount and sent tumbling. More bottles of fire were thrown into the darkness, their rags blossoming into circles of flame that chased up the banks of rubber tyres. 
 
    Poisonous black smoke quickly choked the conflagration, spilling out of the doorway to throw its pall over the street. But even that black pall was broken and, in places, night became as light as day where buildings crumped and burned. Shops and stores, a car showroom with its cluttered forecourt. The windows were put through, alarms triggered, but the beggar army walked through the broken glass to claim the spoils before they torched the insides; a cascade of junk, shattered television sets and stereo equipment, the tangled and melted plastics of ghetto blasters, radios, and the rags of clothes. The destruction was systematic. 
 
    A woman's head shattered a window. 
 
    The hands behind her let go, letting her collapse over the windowsill. Her arms flapped, ineffectual wings that couldn't hope to slow the speed of her descent. Blades of glass still embedded in the frame tore into her throat. Her screams didn't die until she did and by then the tramps were climbing over her body to get at the electricals. 
 
    Everywhere there were more smashed cars, and out there, somewhere in the night, the first of the sirens. 
 
    It was as though the night itself were burning and I had the power of flame in my hands. Not just a conductor, an ignition. The heat that battered me from both sides was overbearing but it wasn't cleansing. Sweat streams evaporated on my face. I needed a cleansing kind of fire. My heart beat to a frenzied tattoo. I needed to throw myself into that blaze and come out remade. Malachi was my fire and let that fire try to consume me. . . There were no tears left inside. I was going to die, but that didn't matter. Malachi was going to die for what he'd done to me, the whole fucking city was going to die if it had to, but it was going to be me that did the killing. 
 
    Me. 
 
   
  
 



Three 
 
      
 
    There were fires in the sky that seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon. 
 
    Children on the streets, fighting, screaming, yelling, come out to play at riots while the adults barked at the moon. 
 
    The fires extended all the way along what had been Northumberland Street, glowing like bloody rubies behind veils of smoke, dust and ashes. The height and heat of the conflagration blazed brightest from the shell of the glass-cased precinct on the west side. The jewel in the crown. Furious licks of flame sent cracks chasing through the plate windows, showering a glassy rain down with the sprinklers as they drizzled over the inferno. 
 
    I touched the tools in my pockets, silver daggers, one in each. Silver daggers. Silver to kill a werewolf, and, so it seemed, silver to kill a city. The blades were fairly plain, straight-edged, eight-inch, whisper thin, but the hilts were far from plain; vulture talons raking out so they clawed like barbs into the wielder’s hand as they nestled between his fingers, the three talons furrowing into the declivities between each knucklebone. The Bird Man's claws. I fingered the cold metal. The silver daggers whispered their own sweet words of violence in the shivers that chased up my melting skin. 
 
    The city was ablaze and, small comfort that it was, the old man had to be hurting. 
 
    I watched the flames rearing high above the ridge of the precinct's green-smeared roof and scanned the broken street for signs of Malachi. I didn't expect to see him, not out here in the middle of his own death throes, but he must have known he couldn't hide from the Devil's Right Hand. . . 
 
   
  
 



Four 
 
      
 
    I turned my back on the inferno; savoured its blistering caress on the nape of my neck, its fiery fingers dragging down my spine like the claws of Asmodeus. 
 
    The old department store was the last thing I saw burning before I took the long climb up Dog's Leap Stairs into the heart of Malachi's twisted Never Never Land. The department store where granddad had bought his first pair of football boots and I'd promised to buy my first piano. Timbers inside ashed and cracked and came down. Seeing it burn made me angry and sick; that place was my heritage. What right did Malachi or anyone else have to take it away from me? 
 
    What right? 
 
    The door into the side of the bridge was open. That wasn't quite true. The doorway was open. The door was buckled and warped by some kind of symbiotic fire damage the riots callous flames hadn't made it this far down the hill, yet. But they were coming, racing to be with the old man of the city. Black soot smeared the ancient timber, the rivets melted into flatheads. Cracks had opened between the twisted panels. I pushed the door further open and went inside, into the darkness, bringing my own shining light. I burned white in the dark, like that pinprick of the spectrum I had fallen into within Malachi's miraculous body, and around me the darkness fled. 
 
    I could see the dinginess of the old man's grotto painfully plainly. Sewer passages and filth; the rotten detritus of the world above. I wondered fleetingly what had made me think there was magic down here. This was Toyland with the mechanical guts ripped out of it, a wooden box stashed away in the bottom of an airing cupboard, dulled paint chipped and flaking, all of the mystery gone because I wasn't a child looking at it for the first time. There was no awe. 
 
    I wasn't innocent. 
 
    I had been betrayed. I knew what it felt like. 
 
    It felt like I'd had my heart ripped out of my chest. 
 
    My footsteps were loud. I thought of other footsteps, ones left in the holy water spilled from the font of St. Thomas's. That voice: Liar. Another murder by Malachi's hand, his crimes stacking up against him. 
 
    No, I wasn't innocent, and neither was he. 
 
    I looked at my white-burning hands, at the shadows of the faces I had claimed in the name of retribution, an eye for an eye. Killing them wasn't retribution or atonement or anything else. Killing them had been a mistake. Lies and deceits. But there would be retribution; a final reckoning. Now I was a proactor. The next few minutes were going to be my doing. 
 
    I clenched my fists, yelling: 'Malachi!' into the grotto as it twisted away in front of me, letting him know exactly who it was that had come for him; as if I needed to. 'It's over, Malachi!' 
 
    He didn't answer me; not in any way I might have wanted. My light burned fitfully, fluttering in the subterranean draft as any natural torch might have. I was suddenly clammy, with sweat on my face and wriggling down the back of my neck. In thirty paces the sewer-passage ended in a larger chamber. A thin trickle of slimy water seeped down a groove in the brickwork, puddling on the uneven floor. I could hear the distorted drip-dripping echo of water as it splashed and broke. The walls of the chamber were wet. Water continually seeped and dripped and trickled from the low ceiling. My white incandescence flickered on the shiny walls. 
 
    The sound of water, the brittle light, the oppressive warmth, the finality of the rock and the staleness of the old air. I felt my pulse race. Fire, water, stone, air. An underworld of elemental purity, simplicity. I felt its pull in my bones and its song in my blood. 
 
    He was here. 
 
    A wreck of a man huddled against the wall where, so long ago now, the lost childhoods had swept me through their number. There were no pale faced miracles holding the old man up. The walls were riddled with stone-clinging lichens that gave the lie to their weird green luminescence. God help me, my heart lifted at the sight of him. The flesh on Malachi's face was shrivelled, the bones sharp beneath where the rags had slipped from his brittle frame, but flesh and bone weren't the malady – the sickness went deeper and burned brighter. It was his cancer. 
 
    'Don't look at me,' he pleaded, his ruined hands drawn up over the gapingsockets where the dirt-black bandage had slid down over his cheeks. They were windows into the man's soul and it was a black place. Black and bloody. 
 
    I stared at him. Wanted him to say something. Explain. 
 
    'Why did you do it?' I asked finally. 'Why did you kill her?' I needed to know; but I already knew the answer. Malachi needed a sword and if I wouldn't fight for him, then maybe taking away everything that I had would make me fight for myself. A gloss of feathers to throw me into the path of all the wrong conclusions, the ones I needed to believe in, the ones he needed me to believe in, and suddenly I was The Devil's Right Hand, hungry to kill, hungry to make the Bird Man my victim. . . I was everything Malachi had asked me to be back on the bridge that night. . . It was sickeningly obvious. 
 
    'I don't want to die.' He was staring at the mess of his hands like they were leprous. Traitorous things. I could empathise with that.'I'm scared, Declan. I'm so scared. I don't want to die. Not like this. . Please. . . What have I done to deserve this. . ?' 
 
    What had he done! I wanted to take them, his crimes, and ram them one by own down his throat until he choked on them. 
 
    But to look at him, the old man was pitiful. It was hard to believe this wretched creature huddled up like a foetus was behind Aimee's death, but if I needed it, if I needed cold hard evidence, I had Matthew's immolation to bludgeon his guilt home. The incandescent truth fire. 
 
    For just a second I didn't know whether to pity him or despise him, seeing him here like this, pathetic, wretched. I slipped my hands out of my pockets, oblivious to the fresh stigmata that disfigured them with freshly drawn runnels of blood where the silver daggers had relinquished their hold on me. There was enough hate in him for the entire city. I had to focus on that. On the hate. 
 
    'I'm not evil,' he said so quietly I thought for just a second I'd imagined hearing it, but I'd heard it, and he couldn't see it, couldn't see the evil in what he had done. 
 
    'It's over, Malachi,' I repeated, wanting him to look at me, to see me, eyes or no eyes. 'The Bird Man is tearing the place apart stone by stone. You haven't got a prayer.' I said it quietly, almost sadly, but any sadness wasn't for Malachi. I knelt down beside the old man, took hold of his chin and turned it until he faced me. His skin felt dead already. Dead but not cold dead; hot dead. 'I've got something for you,' I mouthed, flatly. 'You could call it my last gift. I'll call it pain because that's what it is, and I want you to have it back in the only way you understand.' 
 
    That gift I called pain was a grubby little pigeon feather clotted with a single red drop of life stolen from the ninth floor a converted loft. One tiny feather and yet so symbolic of his betrayal. 
 
    I touched the feather against his cheek, where the skin was cracked open and oozing thick ochre tears, touched the tip against the rim of the old man's eye socket, drew it along the rim; dipped it inside. Into the black fires that smouldered there. 
 
    He didn't flinch at my invasion. He twisted his head up to glare defiantly at me. It was strange, uncomfortable, the way his cavities sucked out the bleakness of my heart. My grip on his jaw tightened. He was mine. This was for Aimee. No more lies and cheap tricks. It was over. My fingers sank into his cheeks, forcing his jaws apart. 
 
    'You're. . . killing. . . yourself,' he gasped, a thin ribbon of blood spilling out over his lower lip where his gums were ripping as he tried to talk. The effort cost him. 
 
    'Oh, no,' I hissed, leaning in close, pushing my face right up to his, close enough to taste the plaster and cement on his breath. 'I'm dead, Malachi. I'm dead and you killed me. Just like you killed Aimee and all the others. So I guess it doesn't matter anymore, does it. I've got nothing to live for, so why should I care whether killing you is going to hurt me. I want to hurt.' 
 
    And I did. I wanted to hurt, to burn inside, to feel every ounce of his suffering. I wanted to scream and scream and scream. And I wanted to make him scream. Wanted to pull down on his jaw until the skin around his lips ripped and bone wrenched out of its socket. 
 
    I knew I could do it then. 
 
    I knew it would be too quick. 
 
    And I knew that it didn't matter. 
 
    I needed him dead. For Aimee. For Chaz. For the Scarecrow and the Tin Man. For the Cowardly Lion. The bag lady and the evangelist. For all of them. 
 
    I slipped my right hand into my pocket, curled it around the silver vulture talons. The grip felt natural; so right. My left hand tightened on his jaw, my fingers sinking into flaking flesh. 
 
    'I'll never forgive you,' I said, softly. 'Because you're wrong, I'm not like you.' 
 
    'You are,' he mumbled. 'Just like me. Do you think we did what we did, killed all of those people, because we wanted to die?' 
 
    'No,' I withdrew the vulture talon from my pocket. I could hear wings, beating, beating, beating. My head was light, like I was on the edge of passing out. Wings beating, beating, beating. . . 
 
    'How do you think I became what I am?' He hissed, suddenly angry, suddenly confident in anger, stronger for it. 'I wasn't born this way. I'm man made, like all of the worst things in this world. I'm like God, my heart is the heart of every man' He choked off suddenly, gagging as I rammed the silver blade into his gut. 
 
    I just couldn't bear to hear another word come out of his lying mouth. The blade sank into his stomach and he screamed, I got that much from him as I pushed, pushed, forcing the blade through his belly, the talon slicing him open, stripping away the skin, all the time his screams rising and rising. 
 
    'Some God,' I spat viciously, yanking the talon upwards, pulling the walls of his stomach apart so he spilled his guts. Blood, red blood, normal blood, soaked my hand as it plunged into him. His intestines uncoiled like maggots, insects, squirming faces and bodies screaming and sharing his agony. The blade doing all the talking I could stand. 
 
    In that second Malachi was a construct of suffering souls, limbs bent and twisted; insubstantial, almost ethereal, composed of a vileness and corruption that shamed the city above. 
 
    This was the real heart of the city. 
 
    Cold and cruel. 
 
    Cruel and cold. 
 
    'This is for Aimee, you bastard. . .' 
 
    I didn't flinch as I skewered Malachi up against the sorrowful wall, empty of its lost childhoods. I thought only of my dead, my ghosts, as my grip on the Bird Man's silver dagger tightened and I pushed harder. 
 
    For Aimee. . . 
 
    I clenched my teeth and dragged my hand out from beneath the barbed talons, raking the blades through the back of my hand. The agony was real and excruciating, the pain boiling, but the act of killing made it bearable. This was my kill. 
 
    'And you're wrong, we're not the same,' I rasped, but I knew that we were. This proved it; the way my heart soared. Killing was in my blood. Burned in there with the dark heat of an irresistible toxin. A euphoric delirium that was impure, sickening and exciting all at once. It didn't matter what badge I was killing in the name of, I was killing. And it felt good. That made us the same beast. 
 
    Instead of pulling out, I reached back into his body, hammered down on the talons of the silver dagger until they curled around the old man's spine, and kept hammering until the point of the blade sunk deep into the wall. With the one blade he was crucified. A fitting end for a self-proclaimed deity, I thought dryly, using the second dagger to unman him before I nailed it through his throat. Beat it into him with my bare fists. The wall seemed hungry to sample the silver, eager to open itself for the eight inch blades. 
 
    I stepped back, shaking with a cocktail of emotions; anger, exhaustion, desperation, fear, emptiness. 
 
    Suddenly there were no voices inside my head; nothing. 
 
    He convulsed once, and then his head came forward. It was all over. That worst of all. It was over. Malachi was dead and now I was truly alone. Everything and everyone taken or sent away from me. I thought I was going to vomit. I looked back at Malachi hanging against the wall like a side of meat. 
 
    Small black dots were growing on his face, like moles, but growing from birthmarks until they were more like mouths. And they turned on him. Patches of fire damage where the decay fell into Malachi's broken face, consuming him. The tramps had done their worst. Rain and pain were all I could imagine being left out there. Rain and pain, a new anthem for the streets. But was it so new? Standing there, the blood red roses of the streets smeared on my hands, I didn't think so. 
 
    There were no screams for that half-moment. Only wingbeats whispering in the seconds before they rose beyond bedlam. 
 
    The wingbeats of the Bird Man's pets. 
 
   
  
 



Five 
 
      
 
    The first of the Bird Man's flock, a pigeon, broken-winged and twitching, settled on the dead man's shoulder. Malachi's head had lolled, chin down in the hollow of his clavicle. The bird pecked at his forehead, once, twice, three times, drawing out a ragged line of bloody holes above the old man's eyeline. The holes might easily have been the shallow wounds left by a crown of thorns. More birds settled on his arms and head, pecking, pecking at him. . . 
 
    Behind the birds came the tramps, bringing their fires with them. 
 
    Crohak was back there somewhere. I could hear his damned laughter as he savoured this last twist in the war of the streets. 
 
    Against the wall, gore spilling down the crack between body and brick, a raven took flight, its claws embedded in Malachi's scalp. The old man's head jerked back so suddenly his mouth fell open in a macabre kind of surprise. 
 
    Birds of all kinds, sparrows, starlings, pigeons, jays, gulls, and feathers, wings and more feathers, swept out of the darkness behind me to strike at him, his chest and face, legs and arms. Ones and twos, tens and thousands it seemed as the tiny creatures slashed with their claws and beaks, and then the first Martin found the gap that was Malachi's open mouth and darted inside, wriggling and using its wings to navigate his throat. 
 
    The noise was a shrill cacophony of wingbeats and bird cries as more birds followed the Martin explorer. Quickly his skin was an undulating mass, and then the first bird came out, bloodied, through the cavity in his chest, its eyes glistening madly. Changed forever by what it had seen. 
 
    I caught the stink of my own fear. Suddenly the chamber was claustrophobic. Dizziness and sickness filled my head. 
 
    Malachi was a living sculpture of wings and feathers, his eye sockets slits of black, nose and mouth stuffed with feathers like some gross totem pole.The dead man glared at me with the eyes of hungry pigeons. 
 
    I backed off a step; tripped and fell. Rolled and scrambled to my feet again. 
 
    In the pandemonium the Bird Man had pushed his way through to stand at my shoulder. His laughter had stopped, but his eyes still glittered with its remains. That glitter was utterly mad. He placed a bony hand on my arm, not to restrain, not to comfort, just to let me know he was there. 
 
    'I killed him,' I said, needing to say it. 
 
    This was what he had wanted from the outset. This was why he had sent his Oz Parasites after a no account jazz pianist who was all for prostituting the little talent God had given him. A restoring of the balance. A cancelling of old accounts. Scores settled. Retribution: That word again, and all the baggage that it carried with it. Retribution. 
 
    'Go,' he whispered. 'Get out of here. This isn't for your eyes.' 
 
    ‘The hell it isn't,' I said. I’m a part of it, I have a right to see, after all, it’s me they’re killing.’ 
 
    Malachi's face seemed to be composed of melting pigeons. Blood ran from his face in a hundred places. And then he disappeared beneath the wild flurry of wings, a living bird totem. The air filled with their cries and the sound of barely dead flesh being torn from Malachi's bones as they picked him clean. 
 
    'I said go!' 
 
    I shrugged off the Bird Man's hand and turned. 
 
    I sensed them before I saw them. 
 
    They were all there, the ghosts and apparitions, victims one and all, come for the finale. Gaunt cheeks and sallow faces, fear and hunger looking on. Clothed in rags and dreams, and in the centre, in the heart, a boy clutching the leather lace of a necklace. He threw it at the floor, at my feet. And all I could think was that I knew that boy. He skin was pallid, his belly distended as if he had suffered from malnutrition when he was alive, but I recognised him. 
 
    My first true ghost. 
 
    I stopped inside his shadow, Malachi's skeleton forgotten. Left for the birds to pick clean. I knelt to gather his trinket, thinking to give it back to him. The icy metal branded the shape of the wing-spread bird into my palm but, even as the soft flesh sizzled, I couldn't prevent my fist from clenching around it, claiming it. I thought for one fleeting moment that this was my cleansing fire, come to purge me of my dead and their mocking faces, that this was salvation in the form of a child, but I tasted the lie as it touched my thoughts. This was no cleansing, no salvation – it was a branding. 
 
    The dead boy laughed. Dead laughter. No sound at all leaking through his broken lips, but he laughed and I knew exactly how it sounded. 
 
    I saw the first black spot, nothing more than a mole, creep into the calloused pad of my index finger, then I stopped looking because I didn't want to know. The betrayals had come full circle. The streets were mine now, pawn crowned, and with them the crimes of two hundred years. 
 
    Welcome home, son. . . 
 
    And you know, the boy did look a lot like Matthew; the positive and the negative, black and white, and as I stared into his eyes I saw a haunting similarity there, too. They might almost have been the same boy, but I never heard Matthew laugh. 
 
    He doesn't know. . . 
 
    I held out my hand, offered him the bird necklace, knowing he wouldn't take it back. 
 
    This was my burden. 
 
    I carried it with my white light as I walked out into the rain to see what was left of my city. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Fade. . . 
 
      
 
    Revenge at first thought sweet, 
 
    Bitter ere long back on itself recoils. 
 
    John Milton, Paradise Lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



It's A New Dawn, It's A New Day, And I Feel Good. . . 
 
      
 
    The moles grew into sunspots, and quickly into greedy mouths, hungry to suck at the rain as I came out of the underworld. 
 
    And already the fires were burning out. They left behind a smouldering, immortal city. 
 
    My city. 
 
    I keep my treacherous hands in my pockets now, the angels muzzled by their fabric prisons, because I can't bear to hear the words of deceit they whisper in my ears. 
 
    It only took a few days before The Devil's Right Hand Murders fell off the front page and landed somewhere near the shirtless page seven slab of meat, out of sight, out of mind. No one cares and it’s no surprise. They're still looking for me but they're not going to find me. They're looking in all the wrong places. 
 
    Malachi and Matthew are with me, my dead. As are the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion. The clergyman. The bag lady, the evangelist and the ventriloquist's dummy. Chaz. Aimee. . . They won't leave me. They walk in my shadow. They won't go away. . . 
 
    It all started here, on this bridge. 
 
    And this is where it ends. 
 
    In the rain. 
 
    I like the rain. I like the way the rain and the lights combine sometimes to conjure tragic faces. I can hear them calling to me, from behind the gates of heaven. They have blind windows for eyes and concrete miracles for a heartbeat. I can hear my own driving hunger for death in their voices. 
 
    Can you smell it? Hickory? I can.He’s out there now. He always is.That damned smell haunts me. I can’t stand it. 
 
    I called Ciaran from the box on the corner an hour ago. We talked about nothing and said our good-byes. It was a difficult nothing because, I think, we both realised it was supposed to be so much more. We told each other to take care. I was crying when I hung up, but I said my good-bye. 
 
    I said my good-bye. 
 
    Told him I loved him; that was what mattered. Nothing else. 
 
    Told him I saw a wino take a beating from a gang of kids yesterday, toecaps lacing into his bloodied face over and over again to whoops of delight from the ten year olds. 
 
    Told him there are no New Dawns, just lots of old ones. 
 
    It makes me sick but I didn't make it my fight. 
 
    It chose me. 
 
    I don't want it. 
 
    I don't need it. 
 
    It brought me here though, to the bridge. Had me make the call to Ciaran. 
 
    I was looking for someone to talk to before I took the long walk, one step at a time into the arms of oblivion. I wanted to convince someone that I still cared about this city of mine, but the truth is I wanted to convince myself that I cared and I couldn't do that because caring for these people would hurt too much after what they have done to me. 
 
    And I don't want to care. 
 
    Have I told you how much I hate cities? 
 
    Cities are ugly places, cold and uninviting, and more than anything, lonely. They don't care if you sleep on their streets or in their ivory asylums. They don't care about the insects that swarm all over them selling their days for money and their bodies for warmth. They don't care because they endure. They pass on their guilt and their crimes to someone like me and absolve themselves of the blame. Wash their hands and walk away. 
 
    But now it’s my turn to walk away. 
 
    Walk over the bridge and find out what's on the other side for me because there's nothing I want here. 
 
    Let someone else carry my burden. 
 
    Let someone else care and crumble away to fine grains of dust and sand and drift away on the next cold, cold wind. 
 
    Cold. . . 
 
    So cold. . . 
 
    Too cold for my rags, but who cares about another tramp? The wind is biting, its voice another scream to haunt my ears, but maybe, if I make it to the other side, to the gates of heaven, I will be free of this city and its miracles, free of the voices that won't stop laughing inside my head, free of the memories that won't leave me to be lonely, Aimee and Chaz and all the others, and if I don't make it, if I dissolve into the netherworld of shades and ghosts, if I join my dead, will that be so bad? 
 
    I don't think so. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Laughing Boy’s Shadow, try Parallel Lines by Steven Savile. 
 
      
 
    Steven Savile has written for Doctor Who, Torchwood, Primeval,Stargate, Warhammer, Slaine, Fireborn, Pathfinder, Arkham Horror, Rogue Angel, and other popular game and comic worlds. He won the International Media Association of Tie-In Writers award for his novel, SHADOW OF THE JAGUAR, and the inaugural Lifeboat to the Stars award for TAU CETI (co-authored with International Bestselling novelist Kevin J. Anderson). Writing as Matt Langley his young adult novel BLACK FLAG was a finalist for the People's Book Prize 2015. His latest books include SHERLOCK HOLMES AND THE MURDER AT SORROWS CROWN and PARALLEL LINES a brand new crime novel from TITAN, as well as GLASS TOWN and COLDFALL WOOD, forthcoming from St Martins Press in 2017. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




PIERCING THROUGH BY R.J. FANUCCHI 
 
      
 
    Piercing Through appears in this collection by permission from Caliburn Press. 
 
      
 
    Kelly Page, a piercing purist, finds comfort in adorning her body with studs, barbs, snakebites and much more. Kelly becomes interested in the use of extreme piercing in an attempt to access other dimensions. Her hope is to escape into a world free from the pain that torments her adolescent life. 
 
    On the other hand, William Hendricks, a tattoo enthusiast, is repulsed by anything linked to piercing. When Kelly’s pursuit of other worlds releases a pair of pierced wraiths, William knows the only thing that can save her are the black magic tattoos covering his body. But how can he unlock their dormant power? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: Close Your Eyes 
 
      
 
    In dreams you open your eyes to escape. To escape reality you close them. The problem facing Kelly Sage was she could not determine what category her current circumstances fell under. It felt somewhere in between. 
 
    She remembered slowly rising towards consciousness from the deep slumber of a late afternoon nap, one she desperately needed after a typical high school day that had subjected her to three written tests and an oral book report. Exhausted, she immediately collapsed on her bed upon arriving home and when she started to awaken a half-hour later she fought it with every fiber of will power she could summon. 
 
    She craved another hour or two. No matter how hard she resisted, she continued ascending to the cursed world that awaited the awakened. Her eyes opened and she heard a cold voice that induced immediate panic. Although mechanical in tone, like computer generated speech, it contained a dash of emotion. It sounded both human and inhuman. 
 
    “Yes we can. She summoned. We came and we will not leave empty handed.” 
 
    Kelly looked around for the source of the voice but saw nobody. The bright afternoon sun shining through the window illuminated her bedroom, leaving no shadows for somebody to hunker down in.  
 
    Kelly tried to leap off her bed but couldn’t do so. She remained on her back, her mind prompting her to run, but her body refusing to do so. She thought of Jeremy Cash, a classmate who had wrecked his 1967 Mustang drag racing and now spent life in a wheel chair, paralyzed from the neck down. So this is how he must feel. 
 
    Not a single muscle responded to her brain signals. Her legs stretched out in front of her, stiff as pier posts. Her arms remained pinned to her side, her fingers curled and her head slanted to the right where a slight stream of drool dampened the pillow. 
 
    She questioned the reality of the events. She couldn’t imagine she had awakened from an innocent nap to suffer the fate of a paraplegic. However, this heightened state of awareness felt so real it couldn't possibly be a dream, could it?  
 
    She moved her eyes, the only part of her body she could control. She observed all the familiar details of her room, details that weren’t so clear and defined in most dreams. She smelled the flowery fragrance from the folded pile of black jeans and t-shirts on her black dresser. From her angle on the bed she could see the slow rotating dusty blades of the ceiling fan. Beyond the foot of the bed her scarlet opera curtains were pulled back and fastened to the wall on each side with hooks. 
 
    Again she heard the voice, or rather two voices seeming to converse with each other.  
 
    “What do you want?” This voice sounded different, more gentle, more human. 
 
    “The girl.” The course vocals grated Kelly’s nerves. 
 
    “You can’t have her.” 
 
    “Oh yes we can. She summoned. We came. We do not intend to go back empty handed.” 
 
    Kelly’s eyes sought the source of the voices, but they remained hidden, like stage actors behind a curtain. As Kelly searched, the light rapidly poured from the room as if miraculously the earth's rotation had significantly sped up. Soon, a vast darkness enshrouded her room. 
 
    The scene transitioned in a blink of an eye, the way they do in dreams. She no longer believed this to be her room. She felt strapped to a chair. Two colorful arms reached around her torso, tightening the straps. They were manly arms that boasted a mural of colors, as if someone had decided to use his skin as a watercolor canvass.  
 
    “We can stop here if you want.” The words came from the man standing behind her and they seemed to be directed at her. 
 
    She couldn’t answer. Her lips remained frozen shut like every other part of her body except her eyes.  
 
    Surveying the new scene, her mind dived into a pool of fright as she located two pairs of glowing eyes floating a few yards in front of her. She could not make out any other details but the four eyes. The orbs emitted a white glow. Inside the white luminescence tiny black dots bounced around like ants scavenging scraps of coconut flesh. Static buzzed in the air. 
 
    Her immediate thoughts turned to alien abduction. Had she been whisked away to some galactic space ship? Were they about to perform embarrassing experiments on her? Perhaps a rectal probe? 
 
    “You still with me?” The kind human voice behind her filled her with reassurance. She latched on to it, hoping it would not go away. She had no way of responding. Every muscle remained tight and rigid, keeping her paralytic. 
 
    A whirring sound erupted behind her ears with a high pitch. It took her a few seconds before recognizing the sound. A drill. Sudden pain shot through her skull as intense pressure bore down on her head. She wanted to scream but her vocal cords were wound as tight as a tourniquet. Hot liquid, probably blood, cascaded behind her ear and across her forehead. The drill continued its screeching wail as it tore through the skin of her head and tunneled through the hard bone constituting her cranium. 
 
    Why was the man with the gentle voice doing this? She had thought him an ally, a partner to stand against the two pairs of static filled eyes. So why was he drilling holes in her head?  
 
    The walls keeping her mind intact began to crumble. Terror coated her mouth with a nasty metallic taste and her skin prickled with fear. 
 
    She looked to the luminescent eyes. Perhaps they would save her from the drill.  The horrible static tore through her pupils, erupting in her mind. The static hummed in her head with the intensity of jet engines. She felt her brain shutting down, her volition giving way to the terrible noise.  
 
    In dreams you open your eyes to escape. To escape reality you close them. That obscure line was from an unknown author whose vampire story she had read in a long since defunct fanzine. It seemed strange she should recall it now. 
 
    Perhaps the author was right. Maybe all she needed to do to escape this haunting scene was shut her lids tight. She did. The roaring static in her head ceased. She no longer heard the high pitched whirring of the drill. She opened her eyes. No glowing pupils floating in the air. The bedroom once again filled with sunlight, establishing the warm cozy atmosphere she had grown accustomed to. 
 
    What of the paralysis? She tested her toes and delighted to see them wiggle. She willed her leg to move and was gratified to see it bend at the knee. However, her breathing remained erratic. She panted like an overheated dog and her heart raced like late commuters fighting to get to their jobs on time. She remembered her gym teacher, Gina Renwick, giving them a lesson on Yoga. She had told the class that breathing is the cornerstone to a restful soul.  
 
    Kelly recited those words in her mind as she lay on the scarlet comforter. She took slow deep breaths, forcing her hurtling mind back to tranquility. As she reached a state of calm, she felt exhaustion creep over her.  
 
    She still couldn’t determine if what had just happened was real or all in her head. She lay on her bed thinking about the strange events and felt an unease creeping back into her mind. It seemed the danger was over, but she couldn’t stop dwelling on it. Reality as she knew it had been altered in a manner she could not explain. She only knew that as long as she stayed awake she would suffer from a compromised world, one in which a dream, but for a moment, had apparently leaked into the real world.  
 
    To escape reality, you close them. That obscure author’s words seemed overly appropriate today. She closed her eyes again and fell back to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Gothic Lolita  
 
      
 
    When Kelly awoke a half-hour later, she turned her head to the bedside stand and saw the digital clock. Immediate panic ensued. Her breathing tightened up, becoming shallow and quick. So much for Gina Renwick’s wise advice.  
 
    Kelly's heart beat at her chest like a war drum. Alma would be home any minute, barring any stops at the liquor store or Rattigan’s Tavern and she didn’t want to be caught without her defenses. Her survival depended on it.  
 
    All thoughts of the paralysis and strange vision during her first nap were supplanted by a more immediate danger; her stepfather. 
 
    Wondering how it had come to this sad state of affairs, she retrieved her striped stockings out of her dresser drawer and pulled them up over her knees. She fetched her faux leather boots from the closet and pulled them over her calves, completing the outfit with a black blouse and ruffled miniskirt. A pink lacy petticoat extended a couple inches beyond the hem of the skirt.  
 
     Inspired by the Japanese fashion craze, Kelly had done the best she could do with her current wardrobe. It wasn't genuine Lolita attire but it would suffice. 
 
    Staring into the dresser mirror, she applied white foundation to her already pale skin. She complimented this with a coat of corpse blue lipstick.  
 
    She continued gazing at her features. On the best of days she viewed herself as ordinary as toilet paper with her page boy eggplant dyed hair, anemic skin and slight build. However, dressed like this made her downright hideous. She could blend in with any of the young runaways roaming the streets of downtown Portland. 
 
    Kelly moved to the door then remembered the petite pink parasol. She didn’t want to forget it as she had yesterday. For some odd reason the parasol drove him over the edge. It had become one of her chief weapons.  
 
    All this to tame the beast, her stepfather. She liked to refer to him as the ogre for reasons that had started years ago. Several times she had caught him watching her with a look on his face that bordered on lust tempered with a dash of guilt. Sometimes, as she stood at the stove, scrambling his morning eggs she could feel the weight of his stare. She would turn around and he would direct his gaze back to the newsprint. Or she would come out of the bathroom, freshly showered and wrapped in a towel to find him perched against the hallway wall, a lurid leer twisting his mouth into something obscene. 
 
    However, the covert stares and perverted sneers weren’t the only reasons she referred to him as the ogre. The real inspiration came from her genetic father, Stephen. By no means was Stephen the perfect dad. After his nasty split with her mom she had not seen hide or hair of him. The least he could have done was come to her mother’s funeral three years ago.  
 
    It was as if he had vanished off the face of the earth, which was entirely possible given his occupation as a cryptozoologist. He spent his career tracking down wild creatures of legend. Perhaps a Chupacabra or a Yeti had claimed his life at some point. What else would explain his lengthy absence without so much as a letter, email or a simple phone call?  
 
    Her memories before his departure were bliss, especially sitting in his lap as a young child as he read to her numerous picture books, his favorite being Where The Wild Things Are. Specific details about the first reading of the classic tale came back to her, including their conversation. 
 
    She recalled running a finger across one of the illustrations. “What are all those animals?”  
 
    “They’re monsters.” 
 
    “They look mean.” 
 
    “They’re not.” 
 
    “So these monsters are nice? Are all monsters nice?” She rubbed her scratchy drooping eyes. 
 
    Stephen looked down at his sleepy daughter curled up in his arms. “No. I suppose not. Ogres are particularly nasty. You never want to cross paths with an ogre. If you do, I’ll be there to protect my little angel. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    The image of a slobbering devilish ogre had remained with her into her teen years when Alma had taken Stephen’s place as the man of the house. Her step-dad had been cruel from the beginning. She realized fast that just as there were different types of monsters, some nice, some mean, there were different types of dads.  
 
    “You never want to cross paths with an ogre.” Her dad’s words seemed quite poignant when it came to dealing with Alma.  
 
    She now wondered who was more of an ogre; Alma with his hints of molestation but who still provided for her material needs, or Stephen who had abandoned her to suffer a tyrant’s reign? 
 
    It scared her that she had nobody to turn to for advice. Oh how she wished for her mother. This wouldn’t be happening if her mom was still among the living. Kelly proved to be a quick study and she had figured out how to cope on her own. 
 
    She went down the creaking stairs of their two story 1920’s Victorian home and found the living room empty. Alma had not yet arrived. She took the opportunity to brew a cup of chai tea.  
 
    Pausing at the ornate mirror above the fireplace mantle, she nodded approval at her reflection. All her defenses were in place. She sat on the sofa, picked up her copy of The Book Your Church Doesn’t Want You to Read, sipped hot tea and waited. 
 
    By the time Alma came through the paint chipped front door Kelly had drifted back to sleep, her feet propped on the lacquered coffee table. His entrance woke her with a start. 
 
    Alma grunted a greeting and headed straight for the kitchen. 
 
    Rubbing sleep blurred eyes, Kelly followed. She paused in the entrance and watched her stepfather rummage through the refrigerator. He pulled out cold cuts, bread, cheese and mayonnaise, tossing them onto the table. 
 
    “Would it be too much for you to cook a meal once in a while?” Alma asked, fishing around in the silverware drawer. “You used to cook.” 
 
    Kelly didn’t grace him with a reply. She observed his yellow stained tank top, dirt plastered Wranglers and the logging boots that dropped clods of mud onto the tiled floor. He repulsed her. 
 
    “Not talking to me? What did I do now?” 
 
    She kept her mouth shut and waltzed into the kitchen. She worked her way between Alma and the table, keeping her back towards him.  
 
    “Why don’t you step aside and let me make your sandwich.” Her heart continued its war drumbeat. She knew the risks. One of these days her strategy might backfire. She held her breath and picked up the table knife, dipping it into the jar of mayonnaise.  
 
    She felt Alma step back as his stare raked across her body, up and down. 
 
    “Not the Goth Lolita thing again. Why, Kelly? I mean, every night? Really?” 
 
    Ignoring his protest, she lathered the white sandwich spread onto pieces of whole wheat bread. She heard the refrigerator door swing open and the crack of a beer can tab being pulled.  
 
    “You know, it really pisses me off how much you’ve changed,” Alma said. She heard greedy gulps as he emptied the beer down his throat. 
 
    Kelly dropped the knife and turned. “Why should it matter to you what I look like? I can dress any way I choose. This is who I am. Deal with it.” 
 
    “Seriously? I don’t have a say in how my own daughter should look?” Alma crumpled up the aluminum can and hurled it into the sink. 
 
    “Stepdaughter. Don’t forget that important detail.” 
 
    Alma shook his head. “You used to be so much prettier when your mom was alive. That creepy makeup makes you look like a stiff on a mortician’s slab. Do you like looking like you’re dead?”  
 
    She snickered. Didn’t he understand the point of dressing like she did? There were many reasons to pursue alternative attire; chief among them to make her appear as unattractive to him as possible.  
 
    Moving towards him, she opened her arms wide as if to put herself on display. “What’s the matter? You don’t like to look at me anymore?” 
 
    Alma raised his hands. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Good! Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    Brushing past her, Alma picked up the knife and resumed making his turkey and cheddar sandwich. “Get out of my sight. I can’t stand to be around you when you’re like this.” 
 
    Kelly rejoiced at those words. It made her so much more comfortable than the leers and stares he used to direct her way. She knew the implications of those looks and knew one day they could lead to something they both would regret. 
 
    Twirling the pink parasol as she walked up the stairs, she smiled at the freedom her Gothic Lolita character had provided. The look of disgust crinkling his ogre face proved she had thwarted his horrid desires once again. 
 
    She fell onto the comfort of her bed. Relief washed over her, making peace with the war drumbeats of her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Video 
 
      
 
    Two things bothered Kelly the next morning. 
 
    First, the stupid video. 
 
    She clicked the play button and dragged it back. The YouTube clip had jarred her senses. The bizarre performance caught on video intrigued her, but she still couldn’t believe the woman’s words. 
 
    She played it again. Like a lot of amateur videos the audio was poor and she strained to make sure she heard it correctly. There it was. Above the crowd’s commotion the woman repeated the lines that had caught Kelly’s attention. 
 
    “She’s pierced through. Oh my god. She’s pierced through!” The woman chanted the words like a mantra.  
 
    Kelly rewound the video farther back. She wanted to watch it from the beginning. As far as suspension performances went, this stood at the top of the heap.   
 
    It seemed impossible the way the camera captured the woman dangling from the chains eight feet above the stage. Her body displayed hundreds of piercings. Most of the piercings had stainless steel rings attached. The hooks from each length of chain fit into the rings, holding her aloft. 
 
    She faced upwards, and if her eyes were open she would have seen the man six feet above her. He faced downwards and sported his own assortment of body piercings with rings. The chains descending from his flesh supported the weight of his female counterpart below. A series of cables and a pulley system allowed him to hang from the shadowed ceiling above. 
 
    The man employed a superman horizontal position while the woman imitated a dead man’s float in midair, both positions chosen to evenly distribute their weight. Most extreme performers used meat hooks threaded through the skin of the back. Meat hooks could bear the weight of a human form, whereas the piercing and ring system used by the two performers should not have been able to handle the strain put upon it.  
 
    Kelly watched this point of the video closely, trying to determine what had gone wrong. The female performer’s eyes shot wide open. She looked startled, as if catapulted out of an altered state. She howled a blood curdling cry and thrashed against her restraints. The chains wrenched themselves loose one at a time. She fell eight feet to the stage floor, sending up a cloud of dust like a bursting sack of flour. 
 
    An emcee rushed on stage, flailing his hands in an attempt to clear the dusty air. He managed her into a sitting position, supporting her with an arm around her shoulder. She remained conscious, but her eyes stared straight ahead, fixed on nothing. No tears, no sobs, no cries of pain; just that unfocused gaze. She paid no heed to her torn, bruised and bleeding flesh. 
 
     Kelly sympathized with the fallen performer but focused on the reaction from the woman in the audience. She remembered her social science teacher’s lesson about the origin of miracles, how belief in them was created by a minority insistent enough to give a rumor life. Her teacher had concluded that was how water gets turned to wine, magic carpets take flight and corpses arise from the dead. 
 
    In the case of the suspension performer who spilled from the ceiling, Kelly feared the woman would become the subject of another rumor that would eventually birth a miracle. All because one hysterical woman in the crowd had repeated over and over again, “She’s pierced through. Oh my god, she’s pierced through!” 
 
    “That’s not it at all,” Kelly said, closing YouTube. It was videos like this that gave people the wrong impression about piercing through. Piercing through was not the equivalent of being catatonic. If so, there were plenty who mastered the feat already and they could be found in any of the city’s psychiatric wards.  
 
    Still, something intrigued her about the extreme performance. She downloaded several still frames from the video and printed them out. 
 
    The second thing that bothered Kelly that morning; the stupid outfit she had fallen asleep in. 
 
    The silly outfit reminded her of the harsh realities of life and of the extremes one had to go to protect oneself. However, if it kept the ogre’s advances away, she would gladly wear it when needed. With him having already left for his logging job, she felt safe in removing the costume. 
 
    She looked in the dresser mirror, wiping off the ghoulish white foundation and corpse blue lipstick. Opening the closet, she tucked away her five buckle black Goth boots. The black knee length skirt, lacy pink petticoat and striped stockings sat on the dresser top, folded neatly and waiting to be put away.  
 
    She thought back to the YouTube video clip, wondering if something could be learned from that impressive suspension performance.  She studied the downloaded still frames and smiled, hoping later that day her friend Trish Kendrick could help her with a little experiment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Experimenting 
 
      
 
    “You had to get yourself a tramp stamp?” Kelly asked, peeling the gauze bandage from Trish’s lower back, just above her pant waistline.  
 
    Fresh drops of blood marked the skin and the area of the ink job looked red and swollen.  
 
    “Ah!” Trish winced. “Why does it have to feel like a bad sunburn?” 
 
    Kelly tossed the bloody bandage into the pail at the foot of her bed and giggled. “Princess? How typically you.” 
 
    Both girls laughed as a gust of wind shook the old roof on the 1920’s Victorian house.  
 
    Kelly loved Trish to death, but she was such a typical suburban teen, as her new PRINCESS tattoo proved. Everything from her Portland Trailblazer jersey to her pink Nike tennis shoes reeked of the status quo.  
 
    Trish lived in Beaverton, an outskirt community to Portland where those who bristled at the hustling inner city life settled down for much desired tranquility. Kelly hated the pretentious nature of the middle class suburbanites and inwardly applauded the influx of Mexicans that had the Beaverton yuppies on edge.  
 
    “What’s wrong with a princess tat?” Trish asked, looking over her shoulder, her brown Honduran eyes sparkling. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s-I don’t know, boring?” 
 
    “Not everything has to be dark and Goth to be cool.” 
 
    “Sure about that?” Kelly raised her steel spiked vegetan leather bracelet with a playful sneer. “Now this is what I call cool.” 
 
    “Talk about typical. Every Goth and Emo kid in the city has spiked cuffs.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Kelly scooted forward on the bed and wrapped her forearm around Trish’s neck in a choke-hold, her body pressed up against Trish’s back. 
 
    Trish’s laughter turned to protests. “My tat. God, that hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry. Forgot.” Kelly backed off. She glanced at the raw blood stained flesh. “Still, you could have gotten something like ‘uckfa ouya’. That would be original.” 
 
    “Since when is Pig Latin back in fashion?” 
 
    Both girls fell into another bout of laughter, rolling back and forth on the vibrant red comforter. 
 
     The roof rumbled once more. It was early autumn, but the weather had turned quick this year. The first wind and rain storm of the season made its presence felt. It sounded as if the roof would soon take flight and rain pounded a steady tempo on the glass window like invisible percussionists concealed by the night. 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Kelly said, climbing off the bed. She turned her back on Trish, looking at the downloaded web pages on her dresser. 
 
    “The weather, right?” Trish asked, pushing back her long raven black hair. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s particularly ornery when it’s like this. I guess the Oregon weather gets the best of us all, but especially him.” 
 
    “Is he working?” 
 
    “Could be. Could be out getting sloshed. I don’t really care as long as he just stays away.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re dressed like that?” 
 
    Kelly bit her lip, trying to hide her frustration. No matter how many times she explained it, Trish always brought it up. She supposed that was the price to be paid for allowing someone into her inner sanctum.  
 
    Kelly patiently explained it again. “Yes. For some reason he’s frightened of this look. It keeps him away from me. Just the way I like it.” 
 
    Trish’s eyes narrowed. “Do you really think that he’d-you know-touch you improperly, or something worse?”   
 
    “Fortunately he hasn’t. I think it’s definitely possible, though. I’m not taking any chances. So you’re stuck with Gothic Lolita tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I kind of like it.” 
 
    Kelly turned from the dresser and saw Trish smiling from the bed. She snorted a laugh, feeling the 20 gauge captive bead ring running through her septum tickle the skin of her nose.  
 
    “Remind me again. Why did we become friends?” Kelly often harassed Trish about being her polar opposite. 
 
    “It was your idea, remember?” 
 
    “You’re just lucky I came along when I did, or who knows what would have happened.” 
 
    Trish had a Caucasian dad, but her mother came from Honduran descent. She favored her mother’s South American side with a fabulous darker complexion and since she lived in Beaverton she often paid the price of mistaken racial identity. Beaverton teemed with Mexicans and thus Trish regularly got accused of being one. Though Portland and its satellite communities prided themselves on being liberals, a thread of racism still directed itself at the Mexican population. 
 
    One day Kelly came upon a scene where Trish, having been mistaken for a Mexican once more, had been the target of three over-privileged white kids.  
 
    “I’m still grateful to this day for your getting involved,” Trish said. “I mean you didn’t even know me then. You could have minded your business and gone on by.” 
 
    Kelly fiddled with one of her spiked cuffs. “I just can’t stand to see people mistreated, no matter what their financial or social status.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe those punks. What did that one guy say?” 
 
    “He called you brown sugar tits and asked you if you were tired of working in the strawberry fields.” 
 
    Trish giggled. “Oh yeah. Then he shoved a twenty down the crotch of his pants and asked me if I wanted an easier way to score some cash. Your reply was classic. ‘You might want to save that twenty to help pay for the ambulance you’re going to need once I finish with you.’” 
 
    “I did say that didn’t I? I must have been convincing because they sure took off like bats out of hell.” 
 
    “Then we went for coffee and the rest, as they say, is history. You’re stuck with a new friend whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t seem to get rid of you no matter how hard I try.” Kelly smiled. “Just kidding. I love you like the sister I never had.” 
 
    Both girls elapsed into a moment of silence. Kelly picked up the downloaded sheets and tossed them onto the comforter. “Not to change the subject, but look what I found.” 
 
    Trish picked up the photos. Her eyes squinted. “What in Tarnation?” 
 
    Kelly knew the photos from the underground piercing performance shocked her suburban friend. Shock value wasn’t her aim. She needed an ally. She watched as a flash of understanding passed through Trish’s eyes. 
 
    “This is about that crazy idea of yours isn’t it?” 
 
    Kelly nodded. 
 
    “Where did you get these?” Trish held up the photos, one side of her top lip curling upward. 
 
    “From the Internet. It’s a Chicago based extreme theatrics group.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You think if you copy this little performance you can break on through to the other side?” 
 
    Kelly laughed. “It’s not a Jim Morrison song, but yeah, you get the gist of it.” 
 
    Another blast of wind struck the house, rattling the bedroom window. For a second, she feared the double paned glass might shatter. The first storm of the season was turning into a monster.  
 
    “Come on, Trish. On a night such as this it will be fun, like the time we stared into the mirror and said Candyman five times.” 
 
    “You said it five times. I chickened out after four. I didn’t want no man with a hooked hand slashing my throat.” 
 
     “But you were in this room with me. It was fun, getting all tingly and scared.” 
 
    “I guess.” Trish held the photos in front of her face. She gave them a thorough scrutiny. “This thing you have with crossing over; I mean, how far are you willing to go?”  
 
    Kelly jumped back on the bed and sat cross legged in front of Trish. She grabbed both her friend’s hands and smiled. “I like living on the edge. This stuff keeps your mind sharp. The adrenaline rush from getting the pants scared off you feels great, right?” 
 
    Trish flinched and looked away. “So you don’t really want to break on through to the other side?” 
 
    “Well, I mean the ‘what if’ factor does makes it exciting. These things always turn out to be a joke, harmless ghost stories. Let’s just play around with it a little and freak ourselves out.” 
 
    Trish’s worried face softened into a hint of a smile. “I suppose it will be fun. But I only have a few piercings, not hundreds like you. How will that work?” 
 
     “Like I said, we’re just going to play around with it a little. Nothing like what these pictures show.” 
 
    Kelly snatched the photos. She wished she could enact the ritual down to the finest detail. The subjects in the pictures, the male and female suspension performers, were nude, their exposed flesh plastered with hundreds of piercings. They sported everything from barbells to plugs. Most of the accessories were fitted with stainless steel rings. Attached to each ring were equal lengths of chain. The multiple chains linked both bodies together. 
 
    A good number of the photos showed the couple in various poses, each position designed to create a tug of war between the opposing bodies. One photo showed the couple sitting on the stage floor, leaning in opposite directions from each other. The stretched skin looked as if hundreds of miniature t-pees had spread across their faces, chests and torsos.  
 
    Another frame depicted the male face down, suspended from cables above the stage. The woman hung beneath him, face up and held by nothing but chains. 
 
    Unbelievable. Something like this was sure to smash down barriers and break down walls. However, Kelly knew she couldn’t take it that far, not with Trish’s conservative approach.  
 
    Another bout of wind pummeled the little Victorian, shaking it down to the foundations. The lamp on the dresser blinked off and on. 
 
    “Spooky,” Trish said, bringing her clasped hands under her chin and grinning. “Obviously you’ve thought this through. How do we do it?” 
 
    “Great. I knew you’d get on board.” Kelly pulled three eighteen inch steel chain linked necklaces from under the red comforter. 
 
    “Wow. For me? What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “For both of us.” She leaned towards Trish. “These hook clasps will work perfectly.” 
 
    Trish snatched the necklaces out of her hand. She looked them over and said, “Afraid these won’t do the trick.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t see a hook clasp on both ends. How are we going to hook both ourselves together?” 
 
    “Come on, Trish. You’re not getting out of it that easy. I can remove a few of my captive bead rings. Easy sleazy.” She hopped off the bed and bounced to the dresser. She fished a pair of ring pliers from the top drawer. “You work on getting yourself hooked up while I get these loose. Unless you’re chickening out.” 
 
    Using the pliers, Kelly pried the nose ring open, catching the ball as it fell into her other hand. She peeked at Trish in the mirror. Trish knelt on the bed, struggling to get the hook clasps through her hoop earrings.  
 
    “How you doing?” Kelly asked, lifting her sepia Still Dead band T-shirt to loosen her captive bead belly ring. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    Kelly turned to face her friend. She cupped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It looks a little silly.” 
 
    “I suppose it does. Remember, this is your stupid idea.” 
 
    Kelly couldn’t contain a chuckle. Trish looked ridiculous, sitting on her knees, two steel chain necklaces dangling from her ears and another one extending from the bottom of her red and black Trailblazer jersey. 
 
    “Come down here,” Kelly said, taking a seat on an area rug boasting dark twirling patterns and a bright gold pentacle in the center.  
 
    Trish paused then scooted off the bed to join Kelly below. “You sure this is just some sort of game? I don’t know about you sometimes.” 
 
    Kelly brushed her hand across the brown skin of Trish’s cheek. “I love you to pieces. I’m not going to put you in any danger. What kind of friend do you take me to be?” 
 
    “A freaky devil friend,” Trish said with a soft laugh, pointing at the pentacle symbol woven into the rug between them. 
 
    “I won’t even light candles if it makes you feel better. We’ll leave the main lights on. How’s that?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Kelly could read the relief on her friend’s face. She inched close enough to grab the necklaces dangling from Trish’s ear lobes. She hooked the nose ring in her palm through the last chain link of each necklace, brought it up to her face and worked it through her septum, snapping the end of the ring into the ball to hold it in place. She did the same with the necklace hooked to Trish’s belly ring.  
 
    “Feels a little weird,” Trish said with a nervous giggle. “What now?” 
 
    “We both should lean away from the other, until we feel the pull of the chains. Close your eyes and concentrate.” 
 
    “Concentrate on what? What are we trying to do here?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I’m winging it.”  
 
    Kelly closed her eyes and felt the chains tighten as Trish leaned back. She felt a tug in her nose and belly button. The slight pain felt good, somewhat reminiscent of getting a fresh piercing. However, she needed to go deeper. She jerked back with some force. Hot agony shot up her nose into her skull. She ignored Trish’s distant cries, basking in the sunburst of pain ravished nerves. 
 
    As the pain subsided, she opened her eyes. Trish stared back. 
 
    “That hurt, Kelly.”  
 
    “That’s the point. The pain clears your mind and helps you focus. I’m pretty sure you can’t go beyond if you don’t reach some kind of enhanced mental state. Let’s do it again.” 
 
    “No. This is insane. I don’t think we should be messing with it.” 
 
    Kelly should have seen it coming. Trish, as much as she expressed a desire to be a part of the subculture, was nothing more than a typical suburbanite teen who would be happier pursuing beauty queen dreams rather than alternative ways of living.  
 
    Damn it. She should have sent her and her tramp stamp back on the first MAX train to Beaverville. Kelly, determined to see the experiment through, couldn’t chase her away just yet.  
 
    “Okay, Trish. You don’t have to do it, but at least help me get to where I want to be.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Kelly grabbed the chains that bound the two of them together. “Just pull on these. Don’t be gentle either. I want to feel it. I’ll let you know when it gets too much.” 
 
    Trish remained reluctant. 
 
    “Jesus, Trish. Why do you even bother getting your token tattoos and weak-ass piercings if you can’t feel what this is all about? Following the latest fad doesn’t cut it. People like you are killing everything the subculture stands for.” 
 
    “I’m trying. You know I am.” 
 
    Recognizing the hurt in Trish’s eyes, Kelly softened her tone. “I know. I’m sorry.  As my friend, just give me a little support. I’m not asking you to do it yourself.” 
 
    Trish yanked hard on the chains. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    Caught off guard, Kelly yelped and doubled over from the sudden onslaught of pain. She started chuckling as tears streamed down her pale cheeks. It felt as if her nose and belly button had been ripped from their roots.  If only all her piercings were hooked to chains. The studs, barbells and rings placed in the more sensitive areas of her body, such as the tongue, lips and nipples would have delighted at the sensations coursing through her septum and belly button. “Yes. That’s exactly what I want. Do it again.” 
 
    Kelly shut her eyes as Trish created a steady pull, increasing the tension in slow intervals.  
 
    At first the pain took over, her nerves on fire, demanding her undivided attention. She focused and began sliding through the pain to a place of inner calm.  She compared it to being in the eye of a hurricane. The storm of pain raged and spit its chaotic forces all around her, but being in the eye felt tranquil and full of serenity. 
 
    From the center of the storm she noticed four illuminated spots, blemishes marring the calm of her mental refuge. Flickering tendrils unfurled from the glowing orbs, creeping towards her mind’s eye like static lightning bolts.  
 
    The buzzing static lit up her head like a migraine. She willed herself to stay put. She felt trembles and heard rattling. More gusts of wind buffeting the small house? Or was it her mind splintering barriers, creating access to worlds beyond? 
 
    This all had the ring of familiarity to it. At any moment she expected to hear the scratchy mechanical voices talking about being summoned and not going back empty handed. The voices never arrived, but the shimmering strands crept closer. The house continued to tremble and rattle. Without notice, the advancing tendrils reared upward like the vicious snakes on Medusa’s head, surging forward with the speed of gale force winds to enshroud Kelly’s mind. A burst of static zapped her inner vision. Blackness blanketed her mind. 
 
    Her eyes opened and the same darkness covering her mental vision met her physical vision.  
 
    “Trish?” Her voice quivered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kelly latched onto Trish’s voice as if it provided an anchor in reality. 
 
    “For a moment I thought I had done it. It felt like I had entered some other place.”   
 
    “Sorry. The lights went out. That’s all. The storm’s really kicking up.” 
 
    Kelly’s heart sank. Propelling out of that transcendental state left her with a powerful sense of emptiness.  
 
    “I’ll get some candles,” she said. Before she could stand, she heard the front door open and close. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Shut up. Somebody’s here.” Kelly feared looters. The east side of the city where she lived would be the first to descend into anarchy during a black out. She sat rigid, her senses on high alert.  
 
    Footsteps sounded off the old wooden stairs. She thought she recognized the rhythm of the thuds, the way the right foot came down harder than the left. The intruder reached the landing. The floorboards creaked as their unwanted guest limped down the hall. 
 
    Trish leaned towards her and she embraced her friend, wishing they had a flashlight. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I think it’s just the ogre.” 
 
    “Hardly reassuring. The last person we need right now is your dad.”  
 
    “Keep quiet. Maybe he won’t think we’re home.” 
 
    The footsteps paused just outside the bedroom door. 
 
    Kelly pulled Trish tighter, feeling the girl’s heart thumping and smelling the sweat of her fear. The door knob turned and the door burst open. 
 
    Illuminated in the doorway by the flickering candle in his hand, the ogre didn’t look much different than any other night with his stained shirt and jeans. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here?” the ogre asked, his rain drenched face breaking into a lurid sneer when he saw the two girls engaged in a tight hug. “A slumber party?” 
 
    Kelly refused to answer. She heard the drunken drawl in his speech and saw the alcohol induced slackness in his face. Anything could set him off in this state. She clenched her teeth and hoped he’d go away. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Little pussycat got your tongues?” Candle flames jumped in the ogre’s eyes as his stare bounced between Trish and Kelly. “Well? Is anyone going to talk to me?” 
 
    Kelly sensed the warning in his tone. She stood, observing the ogre as he swayed in the dim candle light. “Welcome home, Alma.” 
 
    “That’s better,” he mumbled. “Now tell your friend to go back to Beaver Town. I didn’t authorize this little pussycat slumber party.” 
 
    Alma started to leave, but turned around. His gaze bore into Kelly, his mouth curling in disgust. For a second, she thought she saw a twinge of guilt pass through his fiery eyes as he weighed his next words. “For god’s sake Kelly. Have you no shame dressing like that in front of our guest? You’re so disgusting. What would your mother think?”  
 
    Alma slammed the door shut, leaving the two girls in darkness. 
 
    Kelly felt a familiar numbness spread through her body. She envisioned herself unraveling like a ball of yarn until she was nothing but a smattering of tiny particles dissipating into the thin air.  
 
    The overhead bulb hissed as it sparked back to life, the soft yellow light confining the dark to the shadowy corners of the room. The return of electricity did a lot to reestablish a sense of normalcy.  
 
    “Kelly, are you going to be all right?” 
 
    “Yes. He won’t do anything. I promise.” 
 
    Trish fixed Kelly with an uncertain look. 
 
     “I’ll be fine. I’ve got Goth Lolita on my side, right?”  
 
    Trish shook her head and gave a half-hearted smile. “You’re so weird.”  
 
    “I know. Come on. I’ll walk you to the bus stop.” 
 
    Thinking back to their little experiment, Kelly wished she could have taken refuge in the strange ink blot growing in her mind’s eye, wished she could have wrapped herself in the dark veils and static of that strange otherness. Given more time, perhaps she could have escaped the ogre and his repulsive impulses for good. 
 
    She often wondered why her stepfather didn’t push his filthy inclinations on Trish who epitomized the Latino look. Trish possessed a more exotic beauty; large brown eyes, smooth Honduran skin. If he didn’t like her Gothic Lolita getup, why didn’t he pursue the more classic prettiness of Trish like the rapacious predator he was?   
 
    On the way out she wanted to check on Alma. She cracked open his door. The ogre’s den was less bestial than one would imagine. No animal scent clogged the air, only the more familiar scents of cheap whiskey and even cheaper cigars. 
 
    The ogre sat in a white wicker chair beside the bed, stripped down to his boxer shorts. He hadn’t bothered turning on the lights. The candle flames coming from the nightstand produced eerie shadows that danced across his slack features. His guttural snores filled the room.  
 
    Good. Kelly felt safer with the beast out for the night. She grabbed Trish by the hand and escorted her to the nearest TriMet bus stop a few blocks away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Puzzle Box Of Secrets 
 
      
 
    William Hendricks cleaned a tattoo gun with an autoclave, trying to predict what gems Kelly Sage would reveal today. She had called on her cell telling him she was boarding the TriMet at the bus stop just a few blocks from her house. She would be at Inkenstein in less than fifteen minutes, the ride to his ink parlor only a short hop across the Burnside Bridge. 
 
    William enjoyed Kelly’s visits and the secrets she often revealed. He compared her layers of secrets to a Chinese puzzle box, uncovering one only to find another more intricate secret inside.  
 
     The storm from last night had passed through, leaving a beautiful early autumn day in its wake. Business was slow, the residents of Portland catching the last few rays of sun before the wet season sopped everyone in. A perfect day to chat with Kelly. 
 
    However, one other matter preoccupied his thoughts. Minutes earlier he had received a phone call from the Chinese herb shop on the other side of Burnside. The wizened shop keeper could not contain his enthusiasm as he told William he had stumbled across something truly special. 
 
    “What is it?” William had asked, pulling on the pony tail that kept the red dyed hair out of his face. 
 
    “Black magic,” the gravelly voice said. “You’ll have to come in to find out more.  Bring your check book. This one will cost you plenty.” 
 
    He weighed the possibility of running to Chinatown, checking out the Chinese man’s latest offer and making it back before Kelly arrived. No chance.  
 
    Slumped at the illustrated maple desk on which he had drawn colorful examples of his art, he thumbed through the ancient book he had borrowed from the Chinese herb dealer. Black Magic Tattoos. He had read it word for word several times, searching for clues to unlock the potential of the rare and powerful ink staining the skin across his entire body. However, the book read less like a user’s manual and more like a history of tattoos in various cultures. Any references on how to use mystical tattoos were vague and obscure.  
 
    He wondered why everything to do with Chinese enlightenment was always chock full of Zen. Meditation and self intuition can only take you so far. Sometimes all a guy needs are simple step by step instructions. He shook his head, slammed the text book shut and looked up just as Kelly entered, holding a small brown paper bag. 
 
    “Welcome to Inkenstein, the monster of all tat shops,” he said, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    “Nice jerk-off shirt,” Kelly said with her usual cockiness. His T-shirts were a source of constant riddling. Despite his liberal profession he had difficulty shedding his conservative views which he proudly displayed on his shirts. He thought the irony funny. His latest shirt sported the message I Survived Roe V. Wade ironed across the front and it elicited some feisty responses from female clientele.  
 
    He checked out her T-shirt advertising the Waking The Cadaver logo. Not a band he cared for.  
 
    “Where are all your customers, Willy?” she asked, tossing the paper bag onto his desk. “Losing your touch?” 
 
    “Maybe inking is dead. Maybe they’re all getting pierced like you.” He took a peek in the bag. “The usual?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He shook his head. She liked to stop at Voodoo Doughnut and buy him the Cock and Balls, a chocolate frosted donut in the shape of its name. He preferred their signature creation; the one shaped like a voodoo doll with a pretzel stick jammed into a belly that bleeds red sugary filling. However, she insisted on the Cock and Balls. She enjoyed watching him eat it, knowing he still struggled with a trace of homophobia.  
 
    Kelly flashed one of her periodic smiles, the ones usually interspersed with deep frowns. Her smile only seconds earlier was already transforming into a furrowing of the brow.  
 
    “Hey, what’s eating you today?” William asked, getting out of his seat. He walked up to her and looped an arm over her shoulder. Despite being only five years older than her seventeen years, he sometimes wondered if he had become a father figure.  
 
    “The ogre, again. He just isn’t the same since mother’s death. I don’t know why he does what he does.” 
 
    “What happened this time?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing really. He was a little pissed because I didn’t ask him if Trish could stay the night.” 
 
    “Really? Only that?” 
 
    She shrugged his arm off her shoulder. “Well what else do you want to hear? That he’s raping me?” 
 
    William’s eyes narrowed. He felt on the verge of discovering another secret, another level to her mysterious puzzle box. This one could be a whopper. He realized proper etiquette required him to tread carefully. After some thought, however, he asked, “Is he?” 
 
    She turned on him, her jade eyes throwing daggers of ferocity. “Is he what? Raping me? Jesus, Willy. Do you think I’d actually stick around if that were the case?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You brought it up.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not. So forget it, okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” William decided not to push the issue. He sensed she was not being forthright. Maybe it wasn’t rape or molestation, but there was a secret as yet unrevealed. That particular secret might be the last box of the Chinese puzzle, small in size but packing a brutal punch. There was no sense in trying to unlock the mysteries out of order. Chinese puzzle boxes weren’t designed to work that way.  
 
    Kelly sat in a leather chair. He slid up behind her and massaged her tense shoulders. “Look, I’m sorry if I crossed the line. I just want to help. You know that.” 
 
    She reached up and patted one of his hands. “You know, if you really want to help, you could pierce me.” 
 
    Laughing, he grabbed the bamboo arms of the chair, spinning her around to face the front of the shop. He pointed to the custom built sign above the front entrance. Painted in bold red letters on a wooden placard the sign proclaimed ‘NO PIERCING’. 
 
    “Oh come off it. Just this once.” 
 
    “Sorry, against my religion. You know that.” He adjusted the tiny glasses on the bridge of his narrow and pointed nose. The small circular lenses and skinny frames looked more suited for the face of a French poet rather than a tattoo artist.  
 
    “That’s why I like you silly Willy. I can’t find many like you and I left. Everyone thinks being involved in both piercing and tattooing is okay. Not us. Never. They need to be separate, right?” 
 
    “You said it.” When she talked about keeping the art of tattooing and piercing pure it sent a thrill through his stomach and a small fire through his chest. There was so much more to this girl than her seventeen years. She was focused on piercing in a way unusual for somebody her age.  
 
    He looked at her eyebrow studs and bars, the captive bead ring through her septum, the labret piercings in her upper lip and the hoop ring running through the lower lip. She sported a small hoop ring at the tip of her tongue as well as a stud a little ways towards the back. Her ears portrayed a spectacle complete with conch, rook, industrial and tragus piercings. 
 
    He examined her slender body on which the band T-shirt hung like an oversized blouse. She always tucked her sprayed on tight black jeans into the top of her five buckle Goth boots. He knew beneath her clothes a wonderland of piercing adornments begged for his visual perusal. She had volunteered several times to show him those secret places, but he always managed to avoid biting the bait, however difficult it proved to be.  
 
    “All right then,” Kelly said, pushing herself off the chair. She planted a quick kiss on his cheek and stroked his reddish brown goatee. “If I can’t get my best friend to pierce me I’ll just take my business down the road.” 
 
    “Not to Fashion Tats & Piercing I hope.” 
 
    “What choice do I have? Unlike you, there aren’t many shops that do just one or the other.” 
 
    “I know. But not Lorenzo. He’s the slimiest of them all. Talk about bastardizing the subculture.” 
 
    “True that. This town needs a true grit piercing parlor and I mean one that specializes in piercing only. I’ll start one when I graduate. Just like you with your tattoos. You’re the last of the Mohicans, Willy. A true bona fide artist.” 
 
    He smiled. Even though she always sought him out for comfort, she often managed to make him feel good as well.  
 
    “You mind if I take your Cock and Balls?” Kelly asked. 
 
    Flustered, William stumbled backwards. “What? Oh, that. No, I won’t eat it today. Have at it.” 
 
    She picked up the doughnut and bit into a chocolate frosted testicle. A trickle of Bavarian cream oozed out the fried dough. “Don’t know what you’re missing. See you later, Willy.” 
 
    Waving a hand over her shoulder, she passed through the exit and disappeared onto Second Avenue.  
 
    For William, the familiar ache of emptiness that always accompanied her departure felt more intense. Today she had been evasive, overly protective. 
 
     In past visits he had stripped away many outer layers of her puzzle box of secrets. He knew about her father’s emotional tyranny. He knew about the morphine pills she carried in her pocket, the one’s stolen from hospice after her mother succumbed to a long duel with cancer. He knew she regularly vented pent up rage in mosh pits at the Satyricon night club. Today, however, he had learned nothing new. 
 
    Putting aside thoughts of Kelly, he decided to close shop and check out the Chinese herb dealer’s latest offering. He turned off the fluorescent lights and locked the front entrance. 
 
    Outside, he paused to admire his tat shop. Inkenstein made him beam with pride. At age twenty-two, he was the youngest tattoo shop owner in the city. Many envied his purist vision. He refused to compromise, refused to turn his shop into one of the many trendy tat and piercing parlors popping up all over town.  
 
    He had tried his best to make Inkenstein reflect Portland’s true nature. From outward appearances Portland seemed a quaint city of modest size. Idyllic and pristine, the northwest metropolis was a jewel tucked into the Willamette Valley, surrounded by two rivers and the distant Cascade Mountains. As lovely as Portland seemed, an undercurrent of darkness lay beneath the surface; it’s beauty tainted by a sordid nature that was evident if you looked hard enough.  
 
    Willy’s tattoo parlor tried to catch the essence of that seediness. His windows remained tinted and painted with gaudy sketches and garish symbols meant to simulate urban graffiti. The graffiti approximation served to keep the faint of heart away. He wanted only true hard core clients, ones who understood the true tattoo vision. 
 
    He had done his best to make the painting of the mascot the window mural’s focal point. The hulking form of a Frankenstein type beast loomed out from the glass, its greenish body bathed in tattoos from head to feet. Naming the illustrated beast Inkenstein was an inspiration he was most proud of. 
 
    Instead of walking straight down Second Avenue, across Burnside and over to Davis, he took the longer route by way of Fourth Avenue. This route took him through the extravagant gates marking the entrance to Portland’s Chinatown. The ornate gates with their red pillars and two golden lions guarding both sides of the street added a touch of exotic to an otherwise blasé neighborhood.  
 
    Over one hundred dragons and other mythical creatures adorned the gates, appealing to William’s mystical inclinations. Perhaps it was those carvings that made his scalp itch and the ink on his skin tingle every time he walked by. 
 
    Today, the Ouroboros on his left forearm responded to the pillars with a gentle fluttering like tiny butterfly wings trapped beneath his skin. The Mara tattoo inked between his shoulder blades and mid back emitted warmth that spread up through his neck and down through his buttocks to his calves. 
 
    Was there a connection between black magic tattoos and the otherworldly carvings on the gate? Feeling obliged to explore that theory later, he turned his current thoughts to the Chinese herbalist’s latest phone call. 
 
    He felt drawn to the black magic offer like a gambler to a roulette wheel.  
 
    He turned right on Davis Street. Between Old Town Pizza and the adjacent building, a narrow walkway led to the secluded herb shop. He looked both directions. The Chinese shop owner insisted on secrecy. Seeing nobody, he prepared to duck into the path.  
 
    “Hey William.” 
 
    William turned away from the cramped entrance. He spotted Lorenzo Shaefer stepping out of Old Town Pizza with his wife and daughter in tow. Lorenzo was the last guy he wanted to see. 
 
    “What a surprise,” William said, lifting his hand in greeting. “How are you?” 
 
    “Not good,” Lorenzo said. He turned to his family. “Go to the car. I need a few minutes alone.” 
 
    As his wife and daughter rounded the corner, Lorenzo stepped up to William, thrusting a copy of the Willamette Weekly into William’s hands. “Page eleven.  I’m sure you’ll find that article most entertaining.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” William opened the weekly independent journal to the specified page. An article entitled ‘Portland’s Tattoo Blues’ leaped off the print. He skimmed the words, garnering a few details. It seemed some of Portland’s genuine tattoo artists were fed up with the encroachment of trendy tat shops and were starting to speak out. “About time somebody said what needs to be said.” 
 
    “You and your so called purist friends better back off,” Lorenzo said. “I’ll do what it takes to protect my business.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do…” 
 
    “You better hope not.” 
 
    “Or what, Lorenzo? If you can’t take the heat, get out of the game. I’m not the least shocked the subculture community is taking a stand. People like you with your tasteful little parlors are bringing everything down. Tattooing and piercing aren’t meant to be commercialized. You’ve turned them into the latest fashion trend and that’s unforgivable.” 
 
    Lorenzo brought his face inches from William. William could smell beer and pepperoni on his breath. “I’m just a capitalist who saw an opportunity. You want to lynch me for that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” William resisted the urge to rip Lorenzo’s token ear hoop out. Lorenzo types who got a single tat and single piercing just because it was the latest craze made him sick. The city was full of them; one of the reason why Lorenzo’s empire of aesthetic parlors now stretched from Forest Grove to Gresham.  
 
    Lorenzo literally stood on the verge of creating the industry’s first franchise. If he wasn’t stopped, Fashion Tats & Piercing parlors would be the next Starbucks; one on every other block and one at the airport for good measure.  
 
    Lorenzo patted William on the shoulder. “Just don’t do anything stupid. Don’t step on my toes and I won’t step on yours. Easy enough?” 
 
    William bit down on his lower lip. Nothing worse than a yuppie trying to fit into the subculture. With one ear piercing and a copycat Shaq superman tat on his forearm, Lorenzo looked ridiculous. He should have kept his job as an artist for the PDX Ad Agency. He had no right bringing his consumerist methods to the tattoo and piercing fields.  
 
    “Just pass the message along to your compadres and everything will work out fine.” Lorenzo turned on the heels of his Rockports and hurried away. 
 
    William stood dazed by the bizarre threat. Taking a seat at one of the scant sidewalk tables outside Old Town Pizza, he read the Willamette Weekly article with a keener eye. His initial impression was confirmed. A few anonymous tattoo shop owners had decided to speak out against Lorenzo’s expanding empire of soccer mom tat joints.  
 
    When a culture or way of life gets backed into a corner it usually faces two choices; quietly fade away or fight back. His comrades seemed ready to fight back, possibly with a vengeance that would shock the Rose City. William wouldn’t hesitate to join the cause. 
 
    Not wasting any more time on Lorenzo, William made sure the streets were empty and darted into the narrow passage. At the rear of the confined passage a brick wall appeared. Three splendid Chinese silk tapestries exhibiting the ever popular yen and yang symbols hung loosely from the brick. A common passerby would think nothing more of the cloth hanging from the wall. To them it would look like a typical dead end. William knew better. He pulled the tapestries aside and rapped his knuckles against a beaten wooden door.  
 
    No answer at first. Moments passed before he heard something stir from within. The weathered door creaked open. The acrid smell of incense wafted out. 
 
    Outlined in the smoke, the wizened Chinese man studied William with rheumy eyes. Although old in appearance, Chung looked majestic in his black Mao tunic and matching trousers.  His bald head glistened from the heat emanating from the shop. 
 
    “Come in,” Chung said in a gravely tone, bowing low.  
 
    William entered the candle lit twilight of the shop. After his eyes adjusted he glanced around the familiar interior. Lighted candelabras lined the two side walls. A primitive display case, nothing more than a large fish aquarium empty of water, sat on piled cinderblocks and ran the length of the rear wall. The glass showcased hundreds of herbs in jars. Behind the makeshift glass counter, a purple velour curtain concealed a private back room. 
 
    William felt light headed. The pungent incense and dancing shadows from candle light toyed with his imagination. He thought he saw undefined shapes in his peripheral vision; unformed beings trailing through the air, disappearing each time he tried to fix them with his gaze. He felt the presence of power much as he did at the Chinatown gates. 
 
    “The energy is restless today,” Chung said, sitting on a stool in the center of the room. “A good sign, perhaps.” 
 
    “What energy?” 
 
    “Qi. The energies that make up life or death.” 
 
    “Death?” 
 
    Chung nodded, sitting rigid on the stool. “You know why I chose this location for my shop?” 
 
    William shook his head. 
 
    “The Shanghai Tunnels. The spirits of those tortured souls still wander the underground passages. Energy from the dead is just as inspiring as energy from the living, don’t you think?” 
 
    Most Portlanders knew about the underground city and Shanghai Tunnels. They represented a portion of the city’s seedy past. An intricate network of underground passages originally used to ferry goods from the Willamette River to bars and hotels, later became notorious for human trafficking in the mid 1800’s. Unsuspecting victims were drugged or knocked out and hurled down trap doors known as deadfalls. Their captors held them in underground cells until they could be sold as slaves to corrupt ship owners. 
 
    William knew many of those notorious tunnels ran through Chinatown. Daily tours to the Shanghai Tunnels originated just around the corner. 
 
    “Can you get to the tunnels from here?”  
 
    Chung shook his head. “I’ve boarded them up. As much as they inspire my work, I can’t have the dead interfering with my efforts.” 
 
    “What efforts?” The sinister talk made William’s head spin more than usual. A sudden burst of movement overhead drew his attention. Twenty or more silk tapestries billowed from the ceiling, swaying in some mysterious breeze like ghosts trapped beneath sheets. William blinked his confused eyes. 
 
    “I’m a man of secrets, Mister Hendricks. I practice many things people fear. I keep my shop hidden, so as not to be bothered by questions from those who can’t understand.” 
 
    “I want to understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yes. A lot of power can be found in this part of town. Every time I walk through the Chinatown gates I get this strange feeling as if there’s something alive there. I don’t know if it’s the dragons or the symbols or what.” 
 
    The herbalist grinned. “Yes. Symbols have always been a source of power in the Chinese culture. Some have used them as curses, others as a source of protection. You are very astute.” 
 
    “Can you teach me more?” 
 
    “Ah, I’m afraid that’s not why you’ve come today. You’re interested in my offer, no?” Chung left the stool and shuffled towards the aquarium display case. 
 
    “You bet.”  
 
    The old man made his way behind the counter and William edged closer to the case, hoping to get a glimpse of the private back room. As Chung pulled the purple velour curtains aside and slipped through, William saw a bright lit room. It looked half the size of the ill lit room he stood in. Shelves lined the walls, loaded with Mason jars, cardboard boxes, books and oriental trinkets.  
 
    The rear wall claimed most of William’s attention. Made of brick, it appeared solid and inaccessible. At some point, however, someone had chiseled out an archway, perhaps an entrance. 
 
    If it was indeed an entryway to the legendary underground city nobody had passed through it in a long time. A haphazard blockade of wooden pieces had been nailed into the brick mortar. Planks and plywood fragments lay across the archway at inconsistent angles as if whoever built the barricade had been rushed and had used whatever materials were immediately available. 
 
    William hopped back to the center of the murky interior before Chung caught him spying. He sat on the small stool and waited for his return. 
 
    “Ah, these just came in yesterday,” Chung announced as he swept through the purple curtains, buzzing with enthusiasm. He held three tiny glass vials between his fingers. “Wonderful specimens I must say.” 
 
    “What do you have?” William wiped away the steam accumulating on his glasses.  
 
    Chung squatted in front of him and presented the first vial. A dark fluid sloshed inside the glass. “This is from a scorpion.” 
 
    “A scorpion? You had me come down here for that?” 
 
    The old man patted William’s knee and held up the second vial. “Okay, okay. How about Orca?” 
 
    “Like the whale? Come on. I was hoping for something truly special.” 
 
    The herbalist showed his wide toothed grin. “Yes. I was just testing your level of interest.” 
 
    William rolled his eyes. “For god’s sake, you know my level of interest. You’ve already given me an Ouroboros. I don’t even think you can possibly top that, unless you have a vampire or werewolf.”  
 
    Chung’s watery eyes seemed to clear. He jutted his jaw as he leaned forward, holding up the third vial. 
 
    Before anybody could speak, a tremor passed through the small shop. The jars in the glass aquarium rattled and the swaying tapestries above increased their tempo.  A loud wet thud like fresh butchered meat thrown against a granite wall came from the back room. 
 
    “Jesus.” William jumped from the stool. “What was that?” 
 
    “The energies are very interested in what I have to offer you.” 
 
    “What are you...you mean the dead?” William moved away from the herbalist.  
 
    The wet thud sounded again from the rear room. The patchwork wooden barrier groaned from the force thrown against it. 
 
    Incense, candle smoke, stifling heat, shifting shadows and strange forces beating the walls threatened to catapult William into panic. He fought the onset of vertigo, taking three quick inhalations to try to clear his head. 
 
    William tried to calm himself with a reminder that the reason he was here was his enjoyment of secrets. There were your more typical secrets, like the ones extracted from Kelly’s puzzle box. Even more fascinating were the strange uncanny powers that streamed through the streets of Portland undetected by all but the most observant. Mister Chung remained his best link to those ones. 
 
    The situation might not be as bad as it first appeared. Maybe the shadowed interior, the candle light and talk of the dead were all part of some sales shenanigans. The wet banging from the rear of the shop could very well be staged theatrics to make the herbalist’s latest offer seem more mysterious and enticing.  
 
     Chung straightened and held out the vial as another moist thump sounded from the boarded up entrance to the Shanghai Tunnels. “The energies sense the greatness of I’m holding. Are you interested?” 
 
    William nodded, leaning on the aquarium for support. “What is it?” 
 
    “The blood of Mother Mary.” 
 
    William reeled, as if struck by a physical blow. His head spun faster. He clutched the glass counter. “What? You mean the Virgin? Our Lady of Sorrows?” 
 
    “Yes. Imagine being tattooed with the blood of the Virgin. Would you like that?” 
 
    William couldn’t answer. The idea sounded both lovely and terrifying. Black magic tattoos had always been his passion. No other type of ink stained his skin. However, he had deliberately stayed away from Catholic iconography. Although a non practicing Catholic, the idea of black magic tats in the form of religious personages, especially the Virgin herself, seemed borderline sacrilegious.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    William could not speak. Conflicting thoughts and desires bombarded his mind. 
 
    “Perhaps I underestimated your enthusiasm,” Chung said. 
 
    “No. You haven’t. Just give me a minute.”  
 
    The blood of the Virgin?  
 
    William had never considered such a possibility and for a moment he questioned the herb dealer’s legitimacy. The old man had been candid about his herb business being a front for more sinister activity, namely the pursuit of Eastern mysticism. He bragged about contact with a secret society of monks responsible for gathering and protecting the blood of creatures; including human, bestial and mythical. According to Chung, the lineage of this secretive clan of monks stretched back to a time when dragons, demons, gargoyles and other legends actually tread the earth or flew in its skies.  
 
    Thus William believed all the tattoos he had received in this shop were special. He believed the Ouroboros on his left forearm contained blood from the legendary dragon. He believed the tattoo on his calf had been needled with a mixture of gargoyle blood and ink. He believed it right down the line with all the art decorating his skin. They had all been inked incorporating the blood of the particular object the tat portrayed. 
 
    So why did he doubt Chung’s latest offer? Perhaps it wasn’t doubt but rather fear of tromping on the sacred grounds of his Catholic upbringing that hindered him. The point of pursuing black magic tattoos, however, was to trample on normalcy, to obliterate the mental stumbling blocks created from a religious childhood. It would be foolish to pass up an offer that could propel him once and for all past those hang ups. 
 
    William flicked perspiration from his goatee and offered a faint grin. “How much?” 
 
    “Ah, you really want this? You don’t look so sure.” 
 
    “Just do it before I change my mind.” 
 
    “Certainly.” The hunched Chinaman slipped back through the purple velour curtains. He returned with a stainless steel equipment stand on which sat a large bottle of ink, some smaller empty disposable containers, ointments, latex gloves and the vial of Mother Mary’s blood. Alongside the divinity’s blood sat a few ancient looking tattooing devices. The Chinaman favored the traditional Japanese techniques over Western methods.  
 
    “Take a seat.” Chung motioned towards the small stool. 
 
    William gave himself no time to change his mind. He sat and lifted his sweat soaked shirt over his head. He pointed to his right bicep, the spot where he wanted the fresh ink and blood. 
 
    Chung poured some ink into a container. He empowered the ink with a few drops of blood from the vial.  He picked up the tattooing tool, nothing more than an elaborate bamboo handle to which a bunch of needles had been secured by hemp twine and dipped the needle points in the mixture. 
 
    Before making the first puncture, the wet thud sounded again, this time with a force William thought for sure would break down the tunnel barrier. 
 
    Snickering, he asked, “So who’s the monkey banging on the back wall?” 
 
    “Huh? No monkey. I already told you. The dead.” 
 
    “Whatever you say boss.” 
 
    Throughout the painful procedure the thuds continued, the shadows persisted on shifting and the ceiling tapestries fluttered in an undetectable breeze.  
 
    None of that distracted William. He reflected on his obsession with black magic tattoos. Chung had reminded him in past visits that tattoos were used in ancient cultures to ward off evil, to protect the innocent. Was that it then? Were the mystical tattoos nurturing some subconscious desire on his part to be a protector? 
 
    He didn’t think so. He didn’t see himself as someone with a Messiah complex, someone who fantasized about being a warrior or savior.  
 
    William glanced at the seepage of blood and trickles of ink on his bicep. Chung kept manually pressing the needles rapidly and rhythmically into the dermis. Though the job would take hours to finish, a fact that William found exhilarating, he could already see the outline of Mary’s robed head. 
 
    Tilting his head back, he absorbed himself in a release of endorphins. He loved it when the pain subsided and the adrenaline took over. It bolstered his conviction.  
 
    Later, when he showed his new ink job to Kelly she would appreciate its beauty; praise him for his dedication to the world of tattooing. However, she wouldn’t know the secret of its origin. She wouldn’t guess in a million years that the blood of the Virgin Mary had been encapsulated under his skin.    
 
    He thought of Kelly. Perhaps deep in his subconscious he was jealous of her puzzle box. Well, she wasn’t the only one with layers of secrets. He had a few of his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: No Man Is An Island 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe we’re going in here,” Kelly said, curling her upper lip. “This is so not my kind of joint.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault your tat man doesn’t want anything to do with piercing,” Trish said, standing outside the entrance to Fashion Tattoos & Piercing’s downtown location. “Fine with me. I’m comfortable with this place.” 
 
    “Comfortable is the right word that’s for sure,” Kelly said, glancing through the large storefront windows into the cheery lit interior. The decor paralleled that of a dental office, everything planned to put one’s mind at ease. Even the flash on the walls played it safe, showcasing conservative designs such as romantic roses, cuddly puppies, cherubic angels and a slew of other benign art. “Welcome to Yuppieville.” 
 
    “Sorry it doesn’t meet your Goth criteria. Well, are we going to do this or not?” 
 
    Kelly loved Trish. Hanging out with Trish differed from palling around with the Emo and Punk kids at school. Belonging to the subversive clique didn’t make her feel special. Amongst them she didn’t stand out, merely blended in. With Trish she felt adored. Trish delighted in Kelly’s rebellious nature, was enthralled with her edgy and raw view of life, seeing it as a welcome change from her own tranquil existence. Opposites attract came to mind. 
 
    Kelly had to admit, though, that she based part of their friendship on a longing to disparage what Trish enjoyed. A streak of jealousy for the stable middle class family life itched under her skin. Her devilish nature wanted to show Trish the other side of the coin, the one not so shiny and polished; the one that didn’t involve a newly constructed four bedroom three bath house in Beaverton and doting parents.  
 
    Kelly felt dazed. Last night’s ordeal with the ogre had forced her to retreat to a dark empty space where feelings and emotions were void. It was no big deal. It helped her to cope with the ugliness of it all. Sometimes she would go so deep that it could take a day or two to return to her normal self.  
 
    However, today’s funk was not a hangover effect caused by Alma’s unruly actions. It hinged on something quite different. Nobody had remembered the importance of this day. She didn’t expect a big fuss like a commemorative party or dinner, but a simple acknowledgment would have sufficed, especially from Alma. After all, the significance of this day affected him as well. 
 
    The fact that nobody remembered amplified the emptiness she continued to experience since her mother’s death. She needed to mark that emptiness by adding another piercing to the assortment already adorning her body even if it meant doing so at a soccer mom tat parlor. 
 
     She grabbed Trish’s hand. “Let’s do this thing.”  
 
    Before they could enter Fashion Tattoos & Piercing, a young man wearing a navy blue dress shirt and candy striped tie stepped forward.  
 
    “Oh my god it’s Justin.” Trish pushed Kelly behind her, blocking the young man’s view.  
 
    “Vandermeer? Justin Vandermeer?”  
 
    “Yeah. The Jesus freak himself. Don’t let him see you. He’s hot for you, don’t you know?” 
 
    Trish’s efforts to conceal Kelly failed. Justin cocked his head, peering around Trish’s shoulder. “Kelly. I thought it was you.” 
 
    “Hey. How are you?” She stepped out of Trish’s shadow and shook his hand with a polite smile. 
 
     “Didn’t see you in chemistry today. Thought you might not be feeling good.” 
 
     “Feeling great, actually. Just wanted to cut class. Had a lot on my mind. What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “Oh, just something my parents want me to do,” he said with a sheepish grin. He lifted a small leather book bag. “Every Wednesday after school we come down here and pass out literature.” 
 
    “Sounds fascinating,” Trish said, a sarcastic lilt in her tone. 
 
    Kelly jabbed an elbow into Trish’s rib, warning her. She couldn’t find it in her heart to belittle Justin although she had done so plenty times in the past. On one such occasion she recalled walking on her knees behind him, hands clasped in front of her breasts, proclaiming, “Oh dear Adonai, bless me for I am so holy. Bless me, dear Lord.” The fellow students crowding the hall had burst into riotous laughter. 
 
    Now she wished she could rewind that moment and do it over. In many ways they shared a connection; her and Justin. They both fit into the classification of social outcast. In many ways, he suffered more. At least she could assimilate herself into the small minority of misfits who rejected the popular crowd. However, she could not think of a single group at her high school who would invite Justin into their fold. Even the small percentage of religious students judged his beliefs too unconventional. She remembered a line from a poem read in literature class stating ‘No man is an island’. Obviously the poet had never met Justin Vandermeer. 
 
    With genuine sympathy, she asked, “Do you really have to do this, passing out religious propaganda? I mean couldn’t you not do it and say you did?” 
 
    “Fat chance,” he said, pointing his thumb over his shoulder. “The sweet couple you see down there in Pioneer Square is my dear old mom and dad.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He turned and pointed to a woman in an ankle length floral print dress and a man wearing a black three piece suit and red bowtie. “Down there, by the umbrella man statue.” 
 
    “Watchdogs, eh?”  
 
    He nodded. “You could say that.” 
 
    A twinge of sadness passed through Kelly. Justin exhibited the All American good boy look with cropped ash brown hair and steel blue-gray eyes. His height was a solid good six feet complimented by a slight athletic build. A good guess at his weight would put him between 150 and 160. He exhibited all the physical traits to fit into the preppy and popular crowd; could just as easily make a name for himself as a superstar jock. Instead his inflexible parents had him handing out religious tracts. What a pity. 
 
    “Nice talking to you, Justin, but Kelly and I have places to go, people to see.” Trish grabbed Kelly at the elbow, attempting to escort her away. 
 
    Kelly couldn’t believe her ears. It reminded her of when Trish had ditched her at the movies. At the time she had a crush on Aloha High School’s all-state quarterback, Tommy Musgrave. She had spotted the school hunk at the front of the line purchasing tickets and flirting with the cute booth attendant. 
 
    “I’m feeling sick,” Trish had muttered, her face immediately turning red as she hurried around the corner. 
 
    Kelly knew it wasn’t the flu that had chased her off. Trish had not wanted to be seen with her. She had feared Tommy would not approve of her choice of friends. Most jocks despised the alternative and subversive peers, preferring conventional girls who pursued homecoming queen dreams. 
 
    Once again Trish’s judgmental nature reared its head as she pulled at Kelly’s arm, trying to create distance between Justin and them. 
 
    “Stop, Trish.” Kelly pulled free and turned to Justin. “So what are you selling anyway?” 
 
    “Not selling. Everything is free, but you’re welcome to make a donation if you wish. I don't think anything I have would interest you.” He paused. She saw him check out her ear loaded with piercing jewelry. He also glanced at her Waking The Cadaver band shirt. His gaze fixed there for a few beats. He seemed entranced by the shredded thorny appearance of the band’s written name, as well as the macabre portrayal of a gun wielding creature and explosion of body parts. 
 
    “You like my shirt?” she asked, trying to break his fixation. 
 
    “Oh sure. Not so unusual though.” He reached into his book bag and pulled out a thin brochure. “This might actually interest you. Looks like you enjoy disturbing imagery. Check out the Armageddon illustrations in this. Right up your alley. Buildings collapsing, the earth cracking open, fire raining from the sky, people dying. Great stuff.” 
 
    She laughed, snatching the brochure. “I’ll definitely give it a look through. We Goths can’t get enough death and destruction, right?”  
 
    “Oh sure. Well, I better get back to the watchdogs.”   
 
    “Yeah. Hey, thanks Justin.” 
 
    He flashed an ivory smile and headed back to Pioneer Square.  
 
    “Dear Christ, what was all that?” Trish asked, disapproval lacing her voice. 
 
    “Give the guy a break. I know he doesn’t fit into your materialistic view of the world, but come on.” 
 
    “You don’t necessarily fit into my view of the world either.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t see that coming. Finally your true colors shine through. Well go screw yourself.” 
 
    Trish’s lip quavered. Her eyes glistened with tears. “Oh that’s super cool, Kelly. I’m leaving. I don’t really need to watch you punish yourself with another weird piercing.” 
 
    “Punish myself?” Kelly placed her hands on her hips. “Are you really that ignorant?” 
 
    Trish walked away, her back rigid. She called over her shoulder, “I just think there are better ways to deal with the ogre, that’s all.”  
 
    Not knowing if she was still in earshot, Kelly yelled back, “Easy for you to say. We don’t all have June and Ward Cleaver for parents.” 
 
    She let Trish go. Who needed her anyway? For the most part, she took solace in being alone. Her disquieting thoughts made it hard to be in the presence of others. Maybe she had more in common with Justin than simply being social outcasts. It seemed she too was an island drifting alone in a sea of crap. 
 
    Taking along her angst, she entered the aesthetic ink parlor. She scanned the shop. Three private booths sat against the left wall. From behind the curtains she heard the buzzing bee sound of tattoo guns. A mother and daughter waited in black easy rider vinyl chairs, both emitting palpable jitters associated with first timers.   
 
    The shop exuded cleanliness that far exceeded most tattoo parlors. She could not picture any scratchers working here.  She was positive Lorenzo, the owner, would make sure anyone practicing their work in his place was up to par. It made perfect business sense and for him business was the bottom line.  
 
    The man at the counter leafed through an issue of Entrepreneur magazine. Great. Lorenzo. She had hoped he would be working one of his other five locations.  
 
    He recognized her, taking note of the Waking The Cadaver shirt, her spiked faux leather bracelets and vegetan Goth boots. The look he gave her was so full of blatant disdain she considered leaving. She decided to have some fun instead. 
 
    “So, Lorenzo, I was hoping you could personally pierce me today.” She ran her tongue across her lower lip ring. “I need one in my special place. You get my drift?” 
 
    Lorenzo tossed the magazine aside and glared at her. “You disgust me. Aren’t you William’s little pet? Go have him do your dirty work.” 
 
    She felt the frustration of last night’s confrontation with the ogre and the recent fight with Trish forming a knot in her stomach. Her cheeks flushed. Her mind seethed. 
 
    “William is a man of principles. He won’t pierce me because be believes piercing and tattooing should be kept separate, something a greedy hound like yourself can’t possibly understand.” 
 
    Lorenzo picked up a terry cloth rag and began wiping the counter top. “Just go away, Kelly. It is Kelly, right?” 
 
    “Okay loco Lorenzo, I really need this piercing. How about it? My cash is as good as the next person’s.”  
 
    Lorenzo lifted a large sandstone paperweight, wiped under it, and sat it back down. “Like you need another piercing. I mean, look at you.” 
 
    She flinched as the knot in her gut tightened. She hated people who presumed they knew what others needed. She needed a commemorative piercing more than anything at the moment.  
 
    Fighting back an onslaught of tears, she clenched her fists and said, “Oh I get it. You only service jocks, cheerleaders and corporate whack jobs. Is that it? Somebody like me, though, who understands that piercing is about more than making a fashion statement is beneath you. I don’t get pierced just because it’s the cool thing to do, dorkweed. I’ve got real reasons.” 
 
    “Still, I have the right to refuse service if I choose.” 
 
    She longed to wipe the arrogant smirk off his face. She imagined raking her spiked bracelet across those fleshy lips. “William was right about you. You really are a sack of dung.” 
 
    “He said that, did he? I warned him earlier today to keep his nose clean. For his sake I hope he does.” 
 
    “Are you threatening him?” 
 
    “What if I am? What are you going to do about it? You and your scrawny ass.” 
 
    She heard enough. She hefted the sandstone paperweight, holding it with both hands in front of her like a baseball player preparing to throw a pitch. She imagined how good it would feel using it to pulverize Lorenzo’s nose. She would enjoy watching the blood splash his preppy green shirt and white Dockers. 
 
    Lorenzo’s wary eyes focused on the paperweight in her hand.  
 
    “You’re such an ass.” She spun on her heel and hurled the paperweight. The seated mother and daughter ducked and screamed in unison as the object sailed over their head, crashing through the front window. Glass shattered, sprinkling onto the sidewalk. 
 
    She bolted, noticing with glee the terrified look coming from the Stepford mom and her revolting daughter. She ran past them into the sun bleached streets. She did not look back to see if Lorenzo pursued. Keeping her head tucked, she sprinted down the brick step benches that formed a semi-circle around the east side of Pioneer Square.  
 
    She ran past a shocked Justin Vandermeer walking with his parents. She waved as she flew by them and up the steps leading to Starbucks. As usual, a crowd milled about with steaming cups of coffee. Even on a sunny day Portlanders couldn’t pass up a caffeine fix.  
 
    Expecting the banshee howl of police sirens, Kelly bolted to the nearest bus stop with no interruptions. She couldn’t relax, however, until the doors swished shut and the bus turned onto Burnside, carrying her across the bridge.  
 
    On the far side of the Willamette River, she exited just past the junction of Sandy and Burnside. Not feeling in the clear just yet, she hurried behind her favorite vegetarian restaurant and took comfort in the tree lined streets of her neighborhood. 
 
    Her heart beat slowed and her erratic breathing returned to normal. She made a left turn, her blue Victorian house just a few doors down.  
 
    No cop car parked on the street. That didn’t mean they weren’t stationed in the alley. She pictured a cop perched on the porch. She just couldn’t imagine Lorenzo letting her get away with smashing his window. 
 
    She poked her head beyond the edge of the evergreen hedge and risked a furtive peek beyond the white gouged and flaking arbor.   
 
    “Hi Kelly.” 
 
    “Trish?” 
 
    Kelly didn’t know who she wanted to see least, Trish or an officer of the law. At the moment, both left a smear of distaste she longed to spit out of her mouth.  
 
    Her friend waited on the white railed porch, exuding uncertainty and vulnerability.  
 
     “I thought you’d be heading home already.” Kelly leaned against the unsteady arbor and sighed 
 
    “Yeah. I was all hell bent on leaving, but then I realized what day it is.” 
 
    Kelly felt a swell of emotion. A lump formed in her throat. She swallowed. “You remembered?” 
 
    “Of course. You going to be okay? I just wanted to make sure. If you’re still pissed…” 
 
    “Aren’t you still pissed?” Kelly turned her face into the crook of her arm, hiding her struggle for composure. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, no. Back there what happened was just stupid. I guess I want to, you know, apologize.” 
 
    The levee restraining Kelly’s feelings broke. Sobs and tears quivered her body. Her knees buckled. She clutched the arbor, trusting the rickety structure to give much needed support. 
 
    “Kelly, I’m so sorry,” Trish said in a hushed voice. “Not just about what happened outside Fashion Tattoos, but you know, your mom and all.”  
 
    Kelly nodded, her face still buried in the crook of her arm. She looked up, hearing Trish’s footfalls on the creaking porch steps. As much as she wanted to rail against Trish’s sympathies, she couldn’t.  
 
    No man is an island.  
 
    With the tenderness of a nurturing mother, Trish pulled Kelly’s arm away from her nesting head. She stretched it out and gently rubbed her fingers up and down the four large diagonal scars marring her forearm. 
 
    “Do they hurt, like before?” 
 
    “Every year,” Kelly said through sniffles. The scars were a visible memorial to her mother’s untimely death. Two days after the metastasizing tumor claimed her mom’s life, the tornado of emotions became unendurable. At the time, the only way she could think to cope was to take a kitchen knife to her pain, carve it out in a furious round of cutting. Each following year, on October 23, the scars flamed to life.  
 
    “It seems everything I do in this stinking life is about reminding me of all the misery. Not just her death, but everything. I don’t know if I can keep it up. Sometimes I want to forget, but I can’t. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I know. I’m so sorry.” Trish kept on massaging the blemished and aching skin on her forearm. 
 
    Trish’s touch felt good, soothing.  “Thanks for coming by and remembering my mom. That was totally unexpected. Not even Alma remembered, or he just didn’t bother to bring it up. And just so you know, I regret what happened at the tat joint.” 
 
    “Regrets only? You’re not sorry?” 
 
    Kelly shrugged, allowing a hint of smile to shine through her grief. “Fine. If you’re after a formal apology you’ll get it. I’m sorry. Really.” 
 
    Trish squeezed Kelly’s hand and let go. “I can’t stay. Mother wants to take me to Washington Square. Shopping night.” 
 
    “Ooh. Wouldn’t want to miss that.” 
 
    Trish threw her hands in the air, grinning. “That’s my world. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Nothing. Go enjoy yourself. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Trish walked through the arbor, her outline already starting to fade from sight as the tree lined sidewalk deepened the pre-twilight shade. She turned, waved and lifted her cell phone. “Call me later if you want.” 
 
    Kelly waved back and watched her friend round the corner. Seeing Trish had been a blessing. She felt a slight improvement in her mood, felt better equipped to handle the anniversary of her mother’s death.  
 
    Closing the front door behind her, she called out, “Alma? You home?” No answer. She sighed, feeling relieved. He was either working late or getting smashed at Rattigan’s Tavern a couple blocks away. Good. The more time she spent out of the ogre’s presence the better.  
 
    As she prepared to leap up the staircase the phone rang.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Umm, Kelly? I’m calling for Kelly Sage.” The unconfident waver in the voice sounded familiar.  
 
    “Speaking.” 
 
    “Yeah, Kelly. This is-it’s Justin. Vandermeer.” 
 
    Her heart hiccuped. How did he get her number? “Oh. Why are you calling?” She took the cordless phone up to her bedroom, sprawling out on the red comforter.  
 
    “Oh, I just wanted to-I guess I didn’t want you thinking I gave you that brochure for religious reasons. I didn’t want you-uh-I’m not trying to convert you or anything like that.” 
 
    She almost laughed at his stumbling. “Don’t worry. I didn’t think anything of it. I haven’t even looked at it yet.” 
 
    “Oh sure. Well, when you get a chance…” 
 
    “Wait,” she said with more enthusiasm than she intended. “I have it right here.” She pulled the rolled up brochure out of her rear pocket. 
 
    “If you like strange things, a little mystery, I have one for you. Look at the artwork on page three.” 
 
    She opened the colorful brochure. Page three depicted several families, various races represented, performing varied tasks in a park-like setting. Some basked with lions and wolves, others picked trees laden with fruit and some worked on the construction of a farmhouse. Everyone wore ecstatic grins as if unhappy thoughts had ceased to exist. 
 
    “What is it?” Kelly asked. “Shangri-la?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I want you to notice.” All traces of tension had vanished from his voice. He sounded excited, passionate, as if he was perched on the verge of a discovery that would change the shape of the world.  “Check out the snow-capped mountains in the background. Take a real close look at the snow and tell me if you see anything strange.” 
 
    Kelly smiled. This distraction from Justin proved to be just what she needed to negate the negative emotions tied to the anniversary of her mother’s death. “I’m sorry. I don’t see it. What am I supposed to be looking for?” 
 
    “You don’t see anything out of the ordinary? Look at the cliff just below the mountain peak.” 
 
    She rolled onto her stomach and placed the brochure in front of her. “Wait. A face?” 
 
    “Yes.” his raised voice came across the phone line like a shout. “You see it don’t you? The alien head.” 
 
    She held the receiver away from her ear. “Yeah. I do. Why would they draw an alien head on the mountain?” 
 
    “Don’t know. That’s not all. On page eleven there’s a drawing of Jesus. Looks all kosher until you turn it upside down and look at the top of his head. See how his wavy hair suddenly becomes the face of the Devil? Totally weird. That’s not all, either. These hidden illustrations are in all of the literature. Tons of it.” 
 
    “How whacked. Who’s printing this stuff?” 
 
    “It comes from our religious headquarters. They have their own publishing operation. I just can’t figure out why the Subliminals are there.” 
 
    “Subliminals?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I’ve named all the hidden art I’m discovering. The Subliminals. Fascinating stuff.” 
 
    “It sure is. Way cool, man.” 
 
    “I thought you might like it.”  
 
    Kelly detected smug satisfaction in his voice. As much as she enjoyed chatting with him and discovering the Subliminals, she didn’t want to be too encouraging, didn’t want him getting the wrong idea. Trish had warned her he was sweet on her.  
 
    “Hey Justin, thanks a lot for showing me this. I have to get going. I have to finish the chores before Alma gets home.” 
 
    “Alma being your dad?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Feeling a little guilty about the lie, she added as an afterthought, “Hey. Next time I run into you at school I want to see more of this weird art, okay. Are you guys some satanic cult masquerading as Christians? Because that would be wicked.” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Too bad. Okay, then. I’ll talk to you later.”  
 
    “Oh, sure.”  
 
    She hung up, rolled onto her back and examined the front of the brochure. Advertise The Paradise, published by Adonai’s Attestants. Who the hell were these people and how did Justin’s parents ever get involved with them? 
 
    She understood all too well how fringe groups could suck the disillusioned into their fold. Hadn’t she done the same with piercing. Piercing enthusiasts used to be considered a fringe group, one of the reasons she sought it out with manic devotion.  
 
    Lately, however, that had changed. Piercing, as well as tattooing, had wormed its way into mainstream culture. Downtown Portland represented the worst in that growing trend. She was willing to bet one in every five business people walking the urban parks during lunch hour sported a tattoo or piercing, or worse, one of each. 
 
    Setting the AA brochure aside, she jumped off the bed and opened her lamp stand drawer. She had forgotten about the other pamphlet. Two elderly ladies, dressed in conservative skirts and blouses, had come to her door four or five days ago. They had been so sweet and grandmotherly that she couldn’t refuse their offer. She had returned upstairs, deposited the brochure in the drawer and put it out of mind. 
 
    She took a good look at it now. The cover read Get To Know The Real Jesus. The art looked similar to the brochure Justin had given her. She flipped it over and read the publishing credits. Sure enough; Adonai’s Attestants. She thought it strange she had come into contact twice in one week with a fringe cult group.  
 
    She placed her head on her pillow. The long rough day caught up to her. Fiddling with her belly ring, as she often did to induce sleep, her thoughts became a kaleidoscope.  
 
    Images married with others, creating an unintelligible mosaic in her mind. Strange shapes she couldn’t interpret joined with others she could. She saw alien heads plastered with 20 gauge captive bead rings and studs. She saw Jesus rotate upside down, becoming the face of the Devil. The bizarre slide show repeatedly played in her mind until she drifted into sleep. 
 
    Perhaps it was the chaos of her thoughts, thinking of Justin’s Subliminals and the old lady proselytizers as she fell asleep, that caused the strange phenomenon that forced her awake with a start. One moment her eyes remained shut in peaceful slumber, the next moment they shot wide open in panic. 
 
    She tried to sit up, her heart pounding, a roaring static in her ears. She couldn’t move. An incredible weight sat on her chest. She tried inhaling, but the weight continued crushing her lungs. 
 
    Alma. You bastard. Get off me.  
 
    How dare he accost her in the privacy of her bedroom. It gave her no time to bolster up a mental defense, no time to retreat to the unreachable recesses of her mind.  
 
    Up until this point the ogre had kept his perverted hands to himself. What had changed? See what happens when you forget to dress up as Gothic Lolita. A stupid thought, she knew, but she couldn’t shake it nonetheless. 
 
    She looked to her breasts, where the majority of the weight seemed to be distributed. Expecting to see Alma’s leering face, it surprised her to find nothing there. 
 
    What the Hell?  
 
    She felt awake, but her limbs refused to react to the will of her mind.  
 
    Come on, damn it. Move.  
 
    Still, her body remained paralytic. Only her eyes functioned. She again looked to see what was pinning her to the bed. If it wasn’t Alma what was it? With the help of the street light filtering through the bedroom window, the only thing she saw on her chest was the static font of the Waking The Cadaver shirt. 
 
    As far as she could determine nothing of a physical nature caused the crushing sensation. Yet her lungs fought for air and her body refused every imploring signal to move; to move anything. Not even her toes or fingers responded. 
 
    Her mind flashed back to the episode the other day. This was eerily similar, only this time there were no strange visions and creepy mechanical voices. 
 
    Only one option remained. She opened her mouth, but even a simple scream for help proved beyond her capacity. 
 
    Christ in a bucket. Why did this keep happening?  
 
    Without warning the incredible boulder weight lifted from her chest. The oxygen in the warm stuffy room had gone stale but she gulped it down as if it came from a crisp cool mountain breeze.  
 
    Shaking arms and legs to release any residual stress from her body, she jumped from the bed and flicked on the light. The soft illumination of the bulb couldn’t erase all her fears. 
 
    Eyes wide, she glanced around the room. Dark shadows no longer induced feelings of unease or disturbance. The calm of an early October night settled in, but even so she couldn’t shake her unease.  
 
    She had never experienced anything like these events. It shook her to her foundations. Her brain grasped at possibilities. She thought of the day before; the glowing static eyes, the scratchy voices, the man with colorful arms and his drill. Many possible explanations cascaded through her mind. Of all the theories, she latched onto one in particular. Something or someone was reaching out.  
 
    It terrified her, jangled her senses like the time she had watched a string of horror movies on Halloween night.  
 
    Her thoughts transitioned to William Hendricks, as they often did when she needed comfort in the middle of the night. He suffered episodic bouts of insomnia and could often be found lurking in his tat shop at odd hours.  
 
    No good could come from being alone all the time. She decided to pay him a midnight visit.  
 
    She thought back to her encounter with Justin Vandermeer and how she had judged him as a social outcast adrift in a sea of loneliness. Tonight, she felt as if she also drifted alone in that sea. That made three; Justin, William and herself. 
 
    No man is an island.  
 
    What a dumb ass. Obviously that poet had not met the three of them. 
 
    Putting on a black faux leather jacket with a belt strap waistline and chains in place of buttons, she left the house and caught the next bus to Inkenstein.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Sodom’s Sideshow 
 
      
 
    William Hendricks stared out the clear glass of the front door, mentally willing one of the night owls roaming the streets to enter the parlor.  
 
    He could feel the thumping base from the nightclub a few doors down vibrating the dull wood floorboards. Most nights he could count on a few drunk strays, emboldened by liquor, to carry the excitement of the club over to his parlor. 
 
    They were always annoying with their raised voices and chumminess, bolstering their courage with back slaps and whoops of encouragement. Despite their bravado, most left with blips; tiny conservative ink jobs such as a musical note or someone’s initials that could easily be concealed behind an ear or underneath an article of clothing. 
 
    However, he would welcome any customer tonight. The Mother Mary ink job had lasted well into the early evening hours and Inkenstein had been closed all that time. Factoring in the cost of the Virgin’s blood, which had burned a huge hole in his pocket, William knew he definitely needed to make up for lost business. 
 
    He still hummed with excitement over his fresh ink. Every so often he lifted the gauze and stared at the striking portrait of Mother Mary clasping her hands. Chung had done a detailed job using mostly black and gray wash. Very faint hues of red streaked through the Virgin’s cheek as if she was either blushing or stimulated from her prayer with the Lord. 
 
    Although pleasing to look at, none of the tattoos on his skin had been done for cosmetic value only. He knew the potential power lying dormant under his skin, knew there had to be a way to activate the fusion of blood and ink married to his dermis.  
 
    Pushing a finger up under his tiny circular glasses, he rubbed his twitching left eye then looked down at the black magic tattoo book on his illustrated desk. He had read the text too many times to count. Try as he might he couldn’t grasp its meaning. It spoke of relying on self-discovery and intuition which to William sounded like an admission of ignorance. 
 
    So much power had been needled into his body; the reptilian scales of a Komodo dragon on his neck, Mother Mary on his right bicep, a Maltese knight on his left, the Grim Reaper above his navel and much more. Every single one of them remained useless, dormant as a doormat.  
 
    Frustrated, he banged his fists on the desk and glanced at the clock on the wall. 12:45. Not a single customer so far. Time to close shop and head back to his studio apartment off of 21st and Glisan. 
 
    Shrugging into his Inkenstein logo jean jacket, he grabbed his keys. As he concentrated on working the lock, a loud rapping on the glass startled him. He jumped back, peering outside into the orange murk created by the sodium vapor light poles. 
 
    “Can’t go home now,” Kelly shouted loud enough to be heard through the closed door. “Too bad. So sad.” 
 
    “You have incredibly bad timing,” William said, feigning irritation. He threw the door open, letting her in. 
 
    “Come off it, silly Willy. You know you’re pleased as punch to see me.” 
 
    “As always. Make yourself at home. You always do.” 
 
    She undid the click style chain fasteners holding her fake leather jacket closed, exposing the Waking The Cadaver shirt she till wore. She plopped herself up on the maple wood desk, one leg bent at the knee, the boot resting on the surface, the other leg dangling over the edge.  
 
    “So, another night of insomnia?”  
 
    “You bet,” he said, a crooked smile stretching his upper lip. He removed his jean jacket. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    A stretch of awkward silence ensued. He studied her as she perched on his desk, smiling as if nothing was wrong with the world. Here they were, though, two eccentric subculture enthusiasts stuck in a tattoo parlor in the middle of the night. That spoke volumes about the quality of their lives.   
 
    “So is this a friendly social visit or what?” William sat down in the leather chair, resting his hands on the bamboo arms.  
 
    He looked up at her. From that angle she looked exquisite. Night; you temptress, you conjurer of desires.  
 
    He quickly steered his thoughts in a different direction. “So why couldn’t you sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You ever hear of this religious group, Adonai’s Attestants?” 
 
    “Barely. Why?” 
 
    “Kid at school is in it. Cool guy.  He gave me this awesome booklet with weird hidden illustrations in it. I think you’ll like it. I’ll bring it by sometime.” 
 
    “Great. You can’t sleep because of that?” 
 
    “No. Something else.”  
 
    The grin on her face dispersed, replaced by her trademark frown. Whenever her brow furrowed, he knew a secret was forthcoming.  
 
    “This is hard to explain. You ever wake up from a sleep not able to move, as if some invisible force is holding you down?” 
 
    William shook his head. “Do tell. You’ve got me totally curious.” 
 
    She fidgeted with her captive bead septum piercing. “Wait until you hear this.” She proceeded to relate to him the details of the strange phenomenon. She spilled forth every detail from the paralysis to the suffocating weight crushing her chest, not forgetting to mention the visions of orb eyes and the drilling. 
 
    “There was a roaring in my ears like, I don’t know, static from a radio. I can’t explain any of it.” 
 
    He fiddled with his goatee, pulling at the brownish red hair with two fingers. “Could be some sort of night terrors.” 
 
    “Night terrors?”  
 
    “Yeah. Plenty people get them. The best way I can describe it is your nightmares carry over into your waking life, creating hallucinations and other odd experiences. Could be that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Willy. This felt like something more. I hate to say it, but it felt like something or somebody was trying to cross over.” 
 
    “Cross over from where?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    William leaned forward, his head to the right of her dangling knee. “Are we talking spirits from another dimension? Or ghosts with nothing better to do than haunt beautiful young girls?” 
 
    Kelly extended her leg, playfully shoving him in the shoulder with the heel of her boot. She laughed as his torso shot back into the chair.  
 
    “Are you taunting me?” She stabbed at him again with the squared heel. He caught the heel and pushed back with a little more force than he intended. She fell flat on the desktop, giggling even though the sharp edge of the black magic tattoo book dug into her side. 
 
    “You jerk,” she said, her giggles transforming into guffaws. She propped herself up on her elbows and noticed the bandage on his bicep. “New ink?” 
 
    William straightened his spine and peeled away one side of the gauze. “Sure is. What do you think?”  
 
    He watched her eyes widen in appreciation even though a glaze of antibacterial ointment smeared the raw tissue. The hooded Virgin started at the lower half of his deltoid and progressed downward through his triceps. 
 
    “Impressive. I never took you for the religious type.” 
 
    “Just covering all bases from the profane to the holy.”  
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “Hey. Your night terrors story just reminded me of something.” He stood and lifted the back of his shirt, exposing skin all the way to his neck. “You see the tat between my shoulder blades?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve showed it to me before.”  
 
    He felt her fingers trace the outline of the ink. Of all the tats decorating his skin, she claimed a particular fondness for this one. It portrayed a woman whose perfection rivaled Eve’s. Her flawless skin, long flowing corn silk hair and penetrating blue eyes mesmerized all who looked upon it.  
 
    Kelly continued rubbing the female portrait, the woman’s femininity as compelling as a Siren’s fatal song. “What’s her name again?” 
 
    The soft tips of her fingers on his back felt good, comforting. “Mara. That’s not really her name. That’s what she is; a Mara.” 
 
    “Mara.” Kelly whispered the word as if it deserved hushed reverence. 
 
    William heard her slide off the desk, her body pressing against his back. Her steamy breath washed over his neck. He felt her lips press on the tattoo. For a second her lips did nothing but rest there. Then he felt her tongue slide out, felt the hoop and stud piercing dig into his skin. 
 
    The sensation bordered on delirium. He closed his eyes, wanting to reach back and bring her hand around to his front. However, he snapped back to his senses. He leaned forward, allowing his shirt to drop back in place. 
 
    Seventeen, for god’s sake. Jail bait. 
 
    When he turned around she had her bottom lip pushed under her upper lip, fretting. “I don’t know what that was.” She fidgeted and pulled on her nose ring. 
 
    “No worries. Funny thing is that a Mara is supposed to do just that.” 
 
    “What? Seduce young girls?” 
 
    “That’s why I showed you it again; not to seduce you, gods no, but to tell you about the similarities between your night terror experience and the legend of the Mara.” 
 
    She regarded him with amused suspicion. “Sure, try to worm your way out of this one.” 
 
    “Whatever.” He moved to the office chair behind the maple desk. He felt a little defensive, having come so close to giving into the night’s seductive charms. 
 
    “I’m kidding, Willy,” Kelly said, placing both palms face down on the maple wood to drive home her point. “Tell me about the Mara. I’m interested.” 
 
    “Okay. You see, the Mara is a temptress in Scandinavian folklore. She’s more or less a wraith that can enter your room through a keyhole or the crack under the door. She then sits on your chest and feeds off your fears. Some report a sexual response to the Mara. Either way, all who experience the Mara feel her dead weight on their chests.” 
 
    “So they can’t move, can’t breathe?”  
 
    “Strange coincidence, right?”   
 
    “Definitely interesting. So you think I was raped by a Mara?”   
 
    “Not really. A lot of cultures have their own versions. You’ve probably heard of the well known Succubi or Incubi. The Irish call it Ag Rog. The Germans; Hexendrucken. I like to call it the Sleep Crusher.”   
 
    “So you’re saying lots of people have suffered an experience like mine and have blamed it on make-believe spirits? I don’t know, Willy. It seemed all too real to me.” 
 
    “Free society, free thoughts,” William said. He started thinking about her steamy response to the Mara tat; a sign, perhaps, that the black magic ink actually works. 
 
    Kelly flopped into the leather chair, running a hand across the bamboo arms. “I’m done thinking about it for now. Hey, by the way, did I tell you about my run-in with Lorenzo?” 
 
    “Don’t believe so.” He marveled at how her mental gears could shift from one topic to the next without warning. Typical mind of a seventeen year old. 
 
     “He pissed me off real good so I threw a paperweight through his window. Totally shattered it into a billion pieces.” 
 
    “No you didn’t” 
 
    “Oh yeah. That idiot had it coming.” 
 
    William drummed his fingers on the maple wood. “I had a run-in with him too, outside Old Town Pizza. Blamed me for an article in the Willamette Weekly about how his tattooing empire is tainting the subculture. Great article, but I had nothing to do with it. Take a look. Page eleven.” 
 
    She picked up the copy he tossed her way, skimming over the newsprint. Her eyes lit up. “Hey, check it out. I saw this extreme performance group on YouTube and they’re doing a show here in Portland. Tonight. Look here.”  
 
    William sensed her enthusiasm. He grabbed the paper, reading the ad aloud. “Sodom’s Sideshow. Your perception of reality will change forever.” He set the paper down. “A tad over-dramatic, don’t you think?” 
 
    Kelly was already on her feet fastening the chains on her jacket. “Let’s go. It’ll be a blast. I heard they even do free meat hook suspensions if you’re brave enough.” 
 
    “Not me. Not my style.” 
 
    “What’s the difference between that and tattoo pain?” 
 
    “Tattoos, for me anyway, are about more than pain. I’m into the art. I love the idea of turning the empty canvas of flesh into a living exhibit. That’s what does it for me. I’m no masochist.” 
 
    She pretended a big yawn, implying she had heard this argument before. “So you say. However, you’re no illustrated man, that’s for sure. Your desk is more decked out than you. So level with me. What’s your real interest in tattooing? For someone who’s supposedly obsessed with the art side of it, your dermagraphics are somewhat sparse.” 
 
    Dermagraphics referred to the art on one’s skin and her use of the tat slang amused him. “You already know my true motives. You see me reading the darn book every time you visit.” 
 
    “Black magic? I see no evidence of that. What are you hiding Silly Willy?” 
 
    It relieved him to hear her deny his admission. He had never told her about the Chinese herb dealer, never told her that every tattoo he owned had been created using a mixture of blood and ink. He felt possessive of that secret.  
 
    “Enough badgering already. Let’s just go to your twisted little show. I can hardly wait.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” she said, shaking her spiked cuff in his face. “Believe me. This show being here is no coincidence. I’m sure it’s a sign.” 
 
    William knocked her hand away. Sometimes she came across too boisterous; a typical teenager. He couldn’t blame her though.  Five years ago he had acted the same. Even at his current twenty-two years of age he did not view himself as being all that mature.   
 
    Putting on his Inkenstein denim jacket, William grimaced, wondering what this spontaneous adventure would cost him. He again looked at her beaming face and knew he could not refuse. Taking her arm he escorted her out into the early a.m. hours.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Dormant Ink 
 
      
 
    The club, tucked away in the heart of Chinatown, always hosted a slew of underground performances, mostly aspiring local bands. It wasn’t a place William would choose to hang out in. He preferred a jazz lounge or blues bar.  
 
    As they neared the club, the air buzzed, serving as a conduit for the energy originating inside. The charged air resonated with yelps of excitement and the sounds of a grindcore band that seemed to light Kelly up. The overly distorted guitars, the blast beats and guttural growls from the lead vocalist already had her pumped. 
 
    She turned to William, grinning. His return smile looked halfhearted and she jumped all over it. “Changing your mind?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine.” 
 
    Not convinced, she gave him a frisky punch in the ribs. 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    “Got to toughen you up or you won’t survive one minute in there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Portland’s subculture was well represented tonight. Kids from all cliques milled about; Skinheads, Goths, Grungers, Juggalo’s, Skate Punks and Ravers.  
 
    Being near the end of the performance, the burly security guard stationed at the entrance waved them in for free. William cringed as soon as they rounded a hallway plastered with hundreds of colorful fliers and entered the main floor. With no more barriers to buffer the sound, the blast beats and screaming vocals penetrated his skull like a rusty railroad spike. He looked at Kelly. She grinned ear to ear, shaking her head in synch with the upbeat tempo. He had never seen her so enthusiastic. 
 
    Still clutching his hand, she led him through the more passive fans who lounged with their cigarettes and drinks at the rear of the club. She moved towards a thrashing mass of bodies in front of the stage. People randomly hurled themselves into others in loosely constrained enactments of violence. The controlled aggression did result in casualties. Some left the mosh pit trying to staunch a bleeding lip or nose.  Others clasped bruised arms or ribs but somehow the majority navigated the flailing limbs and hurtling bodies suffering little consequences.  
 
    Kids and their strange ideas of fun. Feeling much older than his twenty-two years he pulled on her arm and leaned into her ear to make his voice heard over the satanic rumbles belching forth from the lead vocalist.  
 
    “I’m not entering that death pit!” 
 
    She gave him a quick kiss like a bird peck and said, “Fine. See you after the show.”  
 
    He watched her swing her arms in wide circles over her head as she edged near the thrashing pit. With dramatic flair, she twirled and hurled her body into the sea of angst-ridden youth.  
 
    Shaking his head, he retreated to the bar and ordered a shot of the house bourbon. From the barstool he looked over the bouncing heads in the mosh pit. Showcased center stage a four man band created music that sounded as if it had been dredged up from the depths of Hell.  
 
    Stage left highlighted audience members brave enough to try a meat hook suspension. A young adult male with a punk Mohawk took rapid deep breaths as a technician threaded a large hook through the exposed skin on his back. 
 
    William turned away, obliging his inherent revulsion towards anything sadomasochistic. His nature could not grasp the ‘pain as a path to enlightenment’ theory. He tried not to be too judgmental. After all, he admitted a fondness for the endorphin rush that followed the repeated strikes of a tattooing needle into the subcutaneous layers of his skin. The resulting natural high outmatched the buzz from any shot of liquor. 
 
    On the opposite side of the stage, he saw another extreme ritual in progress. Though it ranked on a level even more disturbing than the meat hooks, he couldn’t divert his attention. 
 
    A Caucasian woman and an Asian male stood bathed in a spotlight. Despite the brashness of the grindcore band, the couple had entered a deep trance. Their eyes remained fixed ahead, focused on empty air. Stagehands attended the couple, inserting sharp objects that entered their outside cheeks and exited through their open mouths. These objects were by no means small, like pins and needles, but were along the order of twelve inch daggers and small machetes.  
 
    It reminded him of photos he once saw in a book on tribal body modifications. The photos came from a vegetable festival practiced in Phuket, Thailand. Young initiates would enter a trance and pierce their cheeks with a variety of objects including long shafts, ladders, machine guns and even fire extinguishers. Even more miraculous was the fact that they never bled. Neither did the two performers on the stage. 
 
    What kind of a freak circus is this?  
 
    William downed the shot of bourbon in one gulp.  A worm of worry worked its way into his gut. He couldn’t figure out why Kelly had insisted on attending this party for the sick and twisted.  
 
    An average mind would buckle under the weight from the extreme intensity exhibited in the club. Although he didn’t view his mind as average, he could feel the frenetic vibes in the hall chipping away at his rationality. Several more shots of bourbon helped fortify his reeling mind.  
 
    About a half hour passed before the festivities wound down. The band exited and the cessation of the grindcore gave relief to William’s tortured ears. The couple piercing themselves with daggers and knives pulled the weapons out of their cheeks. Even from his distant view, William could see huge gashes on the sides of their faces. The fact that they still didn’t bleed made his spine tingle. 
 
    A grizzled emcee wearing an old white tuxedo and red bowtie took the stage and announced an end to the meat hook suspensions.  The stage hands began lowering a girl who looked no more than fifteen. Her face grimaced in disappointment as the cables deposited her back on the stage. With a certainty that comes with practice, the attendants removed the large hooks from her back. 
 
    Holding a microphone, the bearded emcee thanked everyone for coming. Something about the man bothered William, an oddity about his face he couldn’t quite grasp. 
 
    “Remember, folks, pursuit of the alternative arts should be done with the strictest codes of responsibility in mind. Good night and again, thank you for coming.” 
 
    Strangely enough, the emcee’s closing statement caused the tiny worm of worry in his gut to grow to the size of a snake. He fought the urge to vomit. 
 
    Like William, the crowd did not respond favorably to the emcee’s remarks. Boos filled the air. Empty and half-filled plastic beer cups sailed onto the stage. Some of the amber fluid splashed on the old man’s white tuxedo. He wiped at the moisture as he bowed and left.  
 
    Kelly emerged from the dispersing mosh pit and headed straight for William. She stopped halfway.  
 
    He wondered again about her motives in dragging him to this festival of depravity. The snake coiled in his gut sank its fangs into his innards and he clutched his stomach in pain and premonition.  
 
     “Willy, my man,” she hollered, sweat running down her face. “You see the host? The guy who just left the stage? I know him. I need to go talk to him. Wait for me.” 
 
    How could she possibly know an old emcee from Chicago?  
 
    William jumped off the barstool, stumbled a little and caught his balance. His head furiously spun and his intestines ached. “I’ll go with you.”  
 
    All he really wanted was to rest his drunken head on a soft pillow and sleep off the booze. However, he couldn’t abandon her. Left to her own antics, she could get into deep trouble.   
 
    He spotted the back of her jacket as she fought the flow of exiting patrons. He jostled his way through and tapped her shoulder. 
 
    “Kelly. What are you doing?” 
 
    She turned, her face ecstatic. “I saw that man in a YouTube video. I want to pick his brain a little.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand, his eyes pleading. “Look, if this is about the Sleep Crusher I don’t think he can help. It’s a natural occurrence, sort of a sleep malfunction.”  
 
    She shook her finger in front of his face as if she were scolding a child. “No, silly Willy. It’s more than that. Much more!” 
 
    “Okay. Still…” he trailed off. She had already dismissed him as she skirted the stage and into the hallway beyond. He hurried to catch her. “Kelly, listen. I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    The burly security guard stationed earlier at the entrance now blocked the path to the back room. William took note of the man’s bulging boulder biceps and hoped Kelly did not plan on aggravating him. 
 
    She sauntered up to the guard. By the swing in her hips he could tell she planned on utilizing her femininity. She placed a hand on the man’s barrel chest and whispered into his ear. The guard smiled and watched her sashay on by. 
 
    William imagined the outcome should he employ the same tactics; a delicate touch and whispers containing seductive promises. It might work. After all, this was Portland, the most liberal city north of San Francisco. More than likely, though, the beefy guard would twist his head off his shoulders.  
 
    “I’m with her,” William said, confidently stepping around the guard. 
 
    A hand shot out and spun him around. The guard grabbed onto the front of his jean jacket and lifted. William’s feet left the floor and then he hurtled backwards, landing on his ass a few feet away. His glasses dislodged, hanging off one side of his nose. He adjusted them and leaped to his feet. 
 
    The security guard charged, his head lowered like a raging bull, his fists clenching and unclenching. 
 
    Steroid rage, William guessed.  
 
    He waited until the last second and stepped aside as the guard launched his imposing frame. The guard’s clutching hands closed on empty air as he crashed to the ground. 
 
    All that testosterone leaves you dumb as rocks.  
 
    William grinned and took the opportunity to pursue Kelly. Down the ill lit hall, on the left, he spotted her framed in a doorway. 
 
    Before he could reach her, he heard an enraged roar as the security bull gathered up steam for another charge. 
 
    William lifted both hands, palms facing outwards. “Wait a second. I can explain.” 
 
    Kelly spotted William, but turned back to the door. 
 
    Was she ignoring him even though he was about to get his head torn off? 
 
    William backpedaled, not taking his eyes off the snorting security guard. 
 
    Thankfully, the salt and peppered head of the emcee poked out. He barked an order, his voice carrying a remarkable authority for someone so old. 
 
    “Stand down, Rooster. That gentleman you’re harassing is this young lady’s escort. Let him be.” 
 
    Rooster? The muscled monstrosity was named Rooster? William stifled his laughter, not wanting to taunt the hormonally charged guard. 
 
    Rooster huffed and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. He sulked back to his station. 
 
    “Thanks,” William said, extending a hand towards the emcee. 
 
    The emcee shook it and returned to a purple vanity table inside the cramped dressing room. He gazed into the mirror and brushed his whiskers with a fine-toothed comb.  
 
    Whiskers. That was the oddity about the emcee’s face he couldn’t place from the bar. He caught himself staring. For a second, their eyes met in the mirror and William looked away. 
 
    “Go ahead and look,” the emcee said, his gravelly and authoritative voice soothing William’s worry. “Your friend Kelly has already asked me about it. Wouldn’t have got it done if I didn’t want people to take notice.” 
 
    He smoothed and straightened the white whiskers. “You know, roosters can be quite vicious when competing for a hen. Maybe Rooster felt the competition.” His wise old eyes roved back and forth between his two visitors. 
 
    William nodded. “Sure. I’ve heard horror stories about cock fighting. With Kelly and me-it’s not like that. Kelly and I are just…” 
 
    “Don’t bother explaining. It is what it is.” He continued to groom his whiskers, making sure each strand was in place. “Now about these whiskers. I had a cosmetic procedure done ten years ago to have them implanted in my cheeks. I wanted to find a small way to contribute to the body modification craze. Don’t like tats. Don’t like piercing. Can’t stomach scarification or any sort of mutilation. I’ve always been drawn to cats, though. Wouldn’t mind being one; eating and sleeping all day. The perfect existence if you ask me.” 
 
    “I think they’re adorable,” Kelly said. In her playful and innocent way she reached out and stroked the white hairs. 
 
    He pushed her fingers away. “Careful. Wouldn’t want to incite the Rooster, would we?” 
 
    Kelly laughed. William peeked back at the guard. Rooster stood at his post, rigid as a statue. 
 
    Kelly rested her hip against the vanity table, looking down at Cat Whiskers. “I saw the YouTube video.” 
 
    Cat Whiskers shrugged, reluctant to comment, the silence taut with tension. 
 
    Kelly probed again. “I’m curious about the lady doing the radical suspension stunt.” 
 
    Now William knew why they were here. It was her fishing trip.  He feared where she intended to go with this conversation. He flinched as she continued speaking.   
 
    “Some say she pierced through.” She threw the idea out there as if it was the most natural topic in the world. 
 
    William watched the emcee’s jaw tighten and his shoulders hunch. William debated what was worse, a rooster’s rage or a cat’s hissy fit? If she kept prodding, they just might find out.  
 
    “I know it’s probably a sensitive subject. I’ve been thinking a lot about piercing through lately.” 
 
    A fist slammed down on the vanity table. Kelly jumped. Cat Whiskers looked at her with imploring eyes. He rubbed his sore fist. “All you kids have it in your head about this piercing through mumbo jumbo. The need to believe, not just this piercing through jargon, but any urban myth is compelling. I understand that, but…” 
 
    “It’s not urban myth.”  
 
    “Neither is Bloody Mary I suppose. You have such a strong inclination for belief. Why not believe in the bible, or god, something traditional?” 
 
     “Do you believe the bible?” 
 
    “No. I don’t feel the need to believe in any type of lore. I’m content to simply exist, like a cat. I’ll take my pleasures as they come my way and when it’s my time to go I’ll go. No questions asked.” 
 
    “That’s the difference between you and me. You actually think there is some pleasure to be found in this world.” 
 
    Kelly’s statement left a hole in William’s heart. Did she really think like that?  
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong. You do think there is some pleasure to be gained from this existence, right?”  
 
    Cat Whiskers looked at her with despondent eyes. A small tear trickled down his cheek, beading on a white whisker. Kelly transferred the teardrop to her fingertip. She looked at it in disgust.  
 
    “Too many of these floating around,” she said and flicked the tear away. 
 
    Cat Whiskers patted her knee. “Fine, young lady. What do you need to know?” 
 
    “Do you really not believe in piercing through?” Kelly dropped to one knee at the emcee’s side. She rested one hand on the back of the chair. “For some reason I think you do believe, somewhat anyway.” 
 
    “Fakir Musafar. You ever hear of him?” 
 
     “Sure. He’s known as the father of the modern primitive.” 
 
    “Correct, young lady. The funny thing is he’s been studying body modification and extreme rituals for over fifty years. He firmly believes that intense body manipulation can result in spiritual growth and healing. He still lectures about it at universities. You’d think if anyone knows a thing or two about piercing through it would be him. Strangely enough, he’s never mentioned it.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” She scrunched her face. “Then again, maybe it doesn’t interest him. Piercing through to a parallel dimension goes way beyond your normal spiritual enlightenment. It takes you to an entirely different level. Maybe it’s his personal choice not to pursue it.” 
 
    “Could be,” Cat Whiskers said. He gave her a compassionate smile. “You really want to believe this, don’t you?” 
 
    “Damn Skippy I do. So whatever happened to that performer in Chicago?” 
 
    “Janice?” 
 
    “I guess, if she’s the one who fell from the chains.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was Janice all right,” Cat Whiskers said, a hint of sadness tainting his tone. “I should never have let them two try that ridiculous stunt. It was doomed from the start. The laws of physics made it impossible. They said they knew a way.” 
 
    William’s mind started to drift. Some fanatic named Fakir, body manipulation, parallel dimensions; he had no idea what they were talking about. The tussle with Rooster had temporarily alleviated his drunken stupor, but as his mind wandered off, and the adrenaline subsided, the lingering bourbon returned like a knockout punch. He grabbed his spinning head and rode out a wave of nausea.  
 
    He strained to hear Kelly as she pursued the conversation.  
 
    “Yeah, pretty unfortunate what happened to Janice. In the video you helped her sit up and she just sat with a blank stare. Some woman in the audience kept screaming that she had pierced through, and the idea seemed to catch on. It seemed everyone in the audience started mumbling about it.” 
 
    “She didn’t pierce through. Weeks after that performance she remained lost to us, withdrawn. Nothing could bring her out of her shell.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We finally had her committed. She had no immediate family, so all of us involved in Sodom’s Sideshow had a meeting. We came to a unanimous decision; to the padded cell for poor Janice. What else could we do?” 
 
    Kelly paused. William could tell she was weighing her options. “I hope this doesn’t offend you, but could you tell me what institution she’s at?” 
 
    “It won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “Regardless, I want to know.” 
 
    “Like I said, it won’t do you any good. I haven’t told you the rest of the story.” He turned his chair to face Kelly. He leaned toward her like a Shaman preparing to reveal his deepest knowledge. His whiskers trembled. “You see, Janice was a great young lady, much like yourself. In fact you are too much like her for your own good. She also had this crazy obsession, like yours, about piercing through.” 
 
    William’s heart lurched. Piercing through. The emcee was adding fuel to the fire.  
 
    “Janice had studied up on this guy Peter Halvorson. He runs a trepanation advocacy group.” 
 
    “Trepanation?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the practice of drilling holes in the cranium. Anyway, after several correspondences with this Peter fellow, Janice became convinced that trepanation could be the key to piercing through. She became a trepanation advocate herself. Her ideas have actually taken root among piercing fanatics.” 
 
    Kelly brimmed with excitement like a detective uncovering a crucial clue. She pulled at her lip ring. “So this trepanation idea, what do you think about it?” 
 
    “I believe that if piercing through is real it takes an ultimate extreme act to accomplish it, an experience that pushes one to the outer limits of endurance. In that respect, trepanation might work.” 
 
    Kelly stood, thrusting her earnest smile inches from Cat Whiskers’ face. “You have to tell me how to reach Janice. You must.” 
 
    “As I keep saying, it won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The grizzled emcee turned away from Kelly and looked at his reflection in the vanity mirror. “I haven’t been totally honest with you. Janice actually recovered from her catatonia. She never contacted me after leaving the hospital and my efforts to find her always failed. Some of her friends said that after coming out of her daze she was even more obsessed with trepanation. It captivated every moment of her waking life. One of her good friends told me she actually tried it, thinking she would pierce through.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Kelly whispered. “Did she succeed?” 
 
    “Who knows? You tell me. Nobody’s seen her since.”  
 
    “So she did it. Where else could she be? Damn, she actually did it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Who else can I talk to? Is there anyone who might know more?” 
 
    He waved her away. “I’ve told you all I’m going to tell you. Please leave.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. No more questions.” His cooperation slammed shut like a trap door. He resumed combing his whiskers, gazing into the mirror like a prima donna. 
 
    “Just tell me one more thing.” 
 
    “Get out. Leave. Now.” Like a true cat, the emcee’s mood swung from one end of the pendulum to the other, the hissy fit striking with tremendous force.  He threw the comb to the floor and began pushing Kelly out the door, all the while shrieking at the top of his lungs. “You had to push it, didn’t you? Leave it be if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
     “Come on. We’re out of here.” William grabbed Kelly’s elbow. He wanted to get her away from the volatile scene. She was prone to a short fuse and he didn’t want to face the wrath of both Rooster and Cat Whiskers should her temper explode.   
 
    As they hurried past, Rooster gave them a withering look, but they managed to exit the club without escalating the unstable situation.  
 
    The misty autumn air did wonders to clear his head. He swallowed the moist air, relieved to be free from the madness. Grindcore, exaggerated piercing rituals, an emcee with cat whiskers, a burly guard named Rooster, trepanation; it sounded like a scene from a punked up version of Through The Looking Glass.   
 
    As they walked back to Inkenstein they passed the city’s late night drifters; tweakers, hookers, street bums and a few stragglers who had enjoyed Sodom’s Sideshow’s performance a short while ago. Jazzed up from the modern primitive exhibition, the lingering punkers, grungers and emos looked geared for trouble.  
 
    William studied the scene with a cautious eye, pulling Kelly closer. She paid no attention, continuing to babble about Cat Whiskers. 
 
    “He knows more than he’s saying. I’m so frustrated. I feel so close to figuring it out. Why couldn’t he just put me in touch with someone who could tell me more? I’m absolutely positive Janice figured out how to do it.” 
 
    “I think you should forget about Cat Whiskers and this whole idea about piercing through. The guy was out of his mind. Can you really trust an old fart with cosmetically implanted whiskers? A little screwy if you ask me.”  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he watched a group of three grunge-heads lounging against the brick side of a building. They had straight long hair that ran midway down their backs, stocking caps, flannel shirts and torn jeans. They must have forgotten that the age of Nirvana had passed over a decade ago. William minded his own business and escorted Kelly around the corner onto SW Ankeny Street.  
 
    “I don’t know silly Willy,” she said, leaning her head on his shoulder. “All night things have been pointing in the same direction. First, the night terrors, or the Sleep Crusher as you call it. Then the coincidence of Sodom’s Sideshow being in town and meeting the emcee, who I’m sure knows more about Janice piercing through than he admits. It’s all related somehow.” 
 
    “Kelly, you’re not making a lick of sense. You have no proof Janice pierced through and I still don’t see how you’re connecting the dots with your night terrors.” 
 
    “I think the world beyond piercing through is trying to give me a cue. The night terrors might be their way of reaching out to me, sort of a prompt to go ahead and do it.”  
 
    He shivered, more from her inane talk than the chilly night air. “So what are you going to do? Trepanation?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I’ve got a lot to think about. What a night.” She looped an arm around his waist and squeezed him tight. “Thanks for coming, really. You’re a good friend.” 
 
     “Kelly,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. “I want you to know that if you ever want to talk, you know, about things that are really bothering you I’d gladly listen. I mean it. Anything, anytime.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Once, Chung had told him about the Shadowed Forest, a spiritual plane where dead souls wandered in search of transcendence. Tattoos served as talismans to ward off malicious beings seeking to devour the dead souls before they can reach Nirvana. 
 
    Maybe piercing through represented something similar to the Shadowed Forest.  If so, then Kelly treaded on dangerous ground and maybe his ambition to pursue black magic tattoos had been motivated by more than wanting to have his own share of secrets. Maybe all along he had sensed her reckless leanings and knew in his heart he would one day be her protector. 
 
    Now that Cat Whiskers had planted fresh seedlings in her mind, William feared that little sand remained in the hourglass, making him feel obligated to activate the black magic ink on his skin as soon as possible.  
 
    He rolled up his jean jacket and examined the Ouroboros tat on his left forearm. It lay there resplendent in its suggestion of power, much like a Giger biomechanical painting. In the end, however, his tats were just tats, and Giger’s paintings were just paintings; useless to do anything but inspire awe and speculative talk.   
 
    If the task of protecting Kelly was the moment his obsession with black magic tattoos was leading to then he needed to find a way to unlock the dormant ink before Kelly opened doors that should never be opened.  
 
    He vigorously rubbed the Ouroboros with force. It failed to respond. He looked at Kelly and sighed. He couldn’t fail her. He just couldn’t. 
 
    Damn this passive ink.  
 
    Back at Inkenstein William did not sleep away the few hours until dawn. Kelly slept in the reclining patient’s chair while he immersed himself in the black magic tattoo book one more time. He poured over it, looking for any clue, however slight, that could assist him in finding answers.  
 
    It proved to be a fruitless effort. By dawn the ink on his skin remained as dormant as a drunken sorority girl passed out on the floor.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Apostle Peter 
 
      
 
    It felt good to be home. Kelly stretched out across her red comforter, not attempting to block the rays spilling through her second story bedroom window onto her face. The October sun warmed her cheeks. She enjoyed the last bit of UV radiation knowing the glowing orb in the sky would soon hibernate, as it did every winter in Oregon. 
 
    She had slept at Inkenstein until William woke her minutes before opening for business. She went to Voodoo Doughnuts and bought him a Cock and Balls for breakfast before catching the bus back home. 
 
    Having showered and changed into checkered pajama pants and a fresh Dr. Acula band shirt, her mind drifted to the previous night’s activities. Cat Whiskers had given her a lot to chew on.  
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed, she reached down and booted up the PC on the floor. She grabbed the keyboard from the dresser and with it nestled in her lap she Google searched Peter Halvorson. Plenty of links to the apostle of modern day trepanning filled the screen. 
 
    When Cat Whiskers had first mentioned trepanning she imagined it to be nothing more than an extreme body modification ritual. However, it seemed the act had an extensive history. It could be traced back to Neolithic times where holes were drilled in heads to free trapped spirits. Before modern medicine, it was also believed to be a cure for seizures, migraines and mental insanity.  
 
    Navigating back a couple pages, she returned to a link she previously passed over. The headline read The Hole Story. It related the account of Peter Halvorson’s self-trepanation. While in Amsterdam, Peter had suffered a period of debilitating depression. His answer? Trepanation. He attached a cordless drill to the ceiling and pushed up against it until he penetrated the cranium. The incredible feat garnered him cult status among the subculture crowd who misinterpreted it as a radical form of body modification.  
 
    Curiosity aroused, she filtered through hundreds of more links, not finding one shred of evidence that Peter Halvorson advocated piercing through. So what had convinced Janice that the two were connected? 
 
    She kept scrolling through screen after screen of Google links. Minutes passed before she clicked on a link that took her to a blog titled Mod Prims. The writer, a modern day primitive proponent, had several archived entries that mentioned piercing through. Mostly he wrote from the perspective that piercing through was an urban legend gaining popularity with the piercing crowd. One entry recounted various methods used to try to pierce through and trepanning was listed among them.  
 
    The blogger admitted that in his home city, Atlanta, he had interviewed several people who had tried unconventional methods to pierce through, such as self-flagellation, tongue splitting and eyeball tattooing. However, the most popular and vaulted method came down to trepanning. Most in the alternative arts agreed trepanning produced the best and most consistent results. 
 
    There it was; the one shred of evidence Kelly’s mind required to turn a far-fetched hunch into reality.  She knew the Internet was full of misinformation and deceit, but sometimes you wanted to believe badly enough that discarding rationality became a cinch. 
 
    She saved the blog under her favorites and propped her spine against the headboard. It appeared that Apostle Peter had inadvertently led piercing through advocates down the right path with his self-trepanation act. Though she had become an instant believer, the thought of boring holes in her head made her queasy. Her obsession with piercing paled in comparison.  
 
    Lost in her own musing, she failed to hear the door downstairs open and close. Nor did she hear the footsteps on the staircase. When the bedroom door creaked open she leaped off the bed, her body bouncing in a startled manner.  
 
    “Alma, what are you doing home?” The ogre only came home midmorning when rain shut down his boss’s logging operation. Kelly looked out the window. Not one sliver of gray marred the perfect blue sky.  
 
    Alma wore a white dirt stained Hanes shirt and a troubling expression on his face.  
 
    “No work today?” Kelly asked in a tentative voice.  
 
    Alma glared at her. “No school? What, is it some holiday I’m not aware of?” 
 
    “Not feeling good.” It wasn’t a lie. Alma’s sudden appearance started a tremor in her stomach. The metallic taste of fear coated her tongue. She recognized the desire mixed with self-loathing darting through his eyes. His disheveled hair and the sweaty sheen on his unshaven cheeks revealed that he had been wrestling with improper desires on the drive home.   
 
    “Sorry you’re not feeling good. I’m glad you’re here, though.” 
 
    Bet you are you pervert. Kelly couldn’t voice such sentiments aloud, not without risking a boot to her ribs or a fist to her gut.  
 
    She noticed him looking her over. He nodded approval. She guessed her pajama bottoms and Dr. Acula T-shirt were more to his taste than the Goth attire she always tried to wear when he was around.  
 
    Kelly looked away, perturbed. She pulled out her faux leather five buckle boots. “I was just getting ready to change. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Actually, I think I’ll watch.”  
 
    Alarm bells went off in her head as he took a seat on the bed, planting his filthy logging boots dead center on her pentacle area rug. He ogled her and her stomach did flips. 
 
    Trembling, she fished her Goth Lolita outfit out of the drawer, hoping it would drive him away as it usually did. “I’m going to wear this.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders as if to say ‘fine by me’, Alma leaned back against the headboard. 
 
    Her cell phone belted out a Slipknot ring tone. Grateful for the interruption, she grabbed the phone before Alma could react. “Trish. Nice to hear from you. I’m so glad you called.” 
 
    Kelly heard Alma snapping his fingers. She turned and he held out his hand.  
 
    “Look, Trish, It’s a bad time. I can’t talk right now.” Reluctantly, she tossed the phone to Alma. 
 
    He caught it and as soon as he had it cupped in his hand he flung it against the wall. The battery pack broke loose, flying towards the window while the phone’s main housing dropped straight to the floor.  
 
    He sat on the bed as fidgety as a prepubescent at his first peep show. A suffocating panic rose from the pit of her stomach. The ogre’s presence in her room was a bad omen. Everything felt wrong, as if the entire defense she had erected in the past five years was turning on its head. By watching her dress, Alma was crossing a line. What would stop him from crossing others? She had an inkling this little fashion show might turn into something much worse. 
 
    All her attempts to calm herself failed. She even tried summoning the dark ink blot she had seen in her mind’s eye when she and Trish had performed the experiment with the chain link necklaces.  
 
    “What are we waiting for?” the ogre asked, wringing his hands in anticipation. “Jump to it.” 
 
    She fought back tears, refusing to let him see her cry. Unfolding her striped stockings, she pleaded her subconscious to open up and allow her entry.  
 
    Her silent pleas solicited no response. Agony tore through her stomach like a plunging blade and shackles constricted her heart, squeezing it until she feared it would burst. She could not recall ever feeling such acute dread. She wanted to scream, wanted to rip her hair from her head like a caged bird plucking out his feathers. 
 
    “Come on, Kelly. Snap to it. Where’s my little Goth Lolita? “ 
 
    A fleeting thought crossed Kelly’s mind and she acted on it without giving it much consideration. Lowering her head, she pushed a pinkie finger through the hoop of her lip ring. She curled the tip of her finger and yanked with all her strength. 
 
    The piercing tore loose without any real resistance. Blood trickled down her chin and pain swept over her like a monsoon flash flood.   
 
    Waves of anguish crashed over her body and sent nerve explosions to her brain. Still, her subconscious failed to save her. No lightning static, no dark filaments swelling up to enfold her.  
 
    By the time she finished putting on the outfit, completing it by opening the petite pink parasol, the pain had subsided to a tolerable dull roar. With the hope of escaping through a door into her inner conscious dashed to pieces she latched onto another possibility. 
 
    She turned and jutted her jaw. She hoped the shredded meat on her lip would be a turn off, but it did not deter him one bit. The ogre grinned.  
 
    “Hmmm,” he said. “I think it needs some of that corpse looking lipstick you’re so fond of.”  
 
    Afraid of ignoring the absurd request, she took to the suggestion, her fingers shaking as she worked the lipstick tube.  
 
    No matter how hard she tried she couldn’t find a safe zone. Fear and terror littered every corner in her mind, as if she wandered down the hallways of a haunted mansion where spooks and demons took every opportunity to lunge out at you from the shadows.  
 
    She heard a voice, probably the ogre’s, but it came across faint, as if spoken from afar. When she looked he still sat on the bed only a few feet away. Her eyes began to swim in her head. Alma’s face danced in circles. She fought to focus her vision. 
 
    “To think I never saw the beauty in this before,” he said as she stood before him, her Gothic Lolita outfit complete. 
 
    Those words did her in. Her vision went dark and she fainted. 
 
    Kelly woke up a few hours later feeling a little better, her mind more settled, her emotions somewhat regulated.   
 
    Alma had kept his grimy hands to himself. However, there were different types of rapes than physical ones. Listening to the ogre’s comments while she dressed felt every bit as nasty as if he had touched her with his logger stained hands. True, he had spared her body, but not her mind.  
 
     Straining her ears, she recognized the snarling snores from across the hall. As much as she desired to slit the ogre’s throat while he slept, she could not bring herself to do it.   
 
    Why was she so passive? She felt numb, broken.  
 
    She saw blood on the pillow. Reaching up she felt the patch of gauze bandaging her lip. She had stopped the bleeding before going to bed, but seepage from the wound had spilled onto her pillow and sheets while she slept. She might need stitches. 
 
    Still wearing the Goth Lolita outfit she vowed to never take it off again. She would wear it forever just as she wore her piercings. Just as each piercing served as a memorial to a painful event, now the Goth Lolita attire would do the same; advertising to the world that her life was nothing but glorified crap in a bucket.  
 
    The outfit seemed a little unbalanced. It needed something to offset its ominous tone. She had just the thing. She fished her mother’s massive silver Judeo-Christian cross out of a dresser drawer. She had taken it as a keepsake after her mother’s death. She placed the necklace around her neck, the perfect accessory to compliment the Gothic Lolita look; a dash of good to counter the darkness.  
 
    She thought of silly Willy. He always listened, always gave her the proverbial shoulder to cry on. It didn’t matter to him that she found tattooing repulsive. He admired her single-minded devotion to piercing as she admired his dedication to the art of tattooing. Their need to remain purists in their respective fields drew them together like metal to a magnet. 
 
    There was, however, something paradoxical about his devotion to tattoos. He always gave evasive answers when asked why he chose certain designs. Most people had definite reasons for their choices. For example, Cindy Westbrook, a fellow classmate knew beyond a doubt why she chose to have a winged angel tattooed near the top of her shoulder.  
 
    Her brother died in a car crash at the young age of fifteen. Soon after, her dad lost his high tech job with Intel and with the financial troubles that ensued, her mother found the answers in the arms of her wealthy doctor. Considering her string of bad luck, Cindy decided she could use a guardian angel looking over her shoulder. Made sense. 
 
    However, William never gave such definitive answers. His replies always lacked substance; “I like how it looks” or “I’ve always been fascinated by dragons”.  
 
    Also, for someone so passionate about tattooing, his dermagraphics remained sparse. She could only recall around fifteen to twenty tats, leaving a lot of skin ink free. He was by no means Ray Bradbury’s illustrated man. 
 
    Oh well. She figured he was entitled to his share of secrets. It didn’t change the fact that she often felt attracted to him. She recalled the strange desire to lick the Mara tattoo. It didn’t surprise her. She wouldn’t be human if she didn’t feel some sexual attraction towards the one person in the world who offered her the most reassurance and comfort.  
 
    Rolling onto her side, Kelly spotted the AA tract next to the lamp on her nightstand. Intrigued, she picked it up the odd piece of literature.  
 
    She leafed through it, taking note of the Subliminals; the alien head in the mountain, the face of the devil in Jesus’ hair. The hidden illustrations led her thoughts to Justin Vandermeer, a fellow loner fighting his own demons. She smiled, rolled up the brochure and slid it into the waistband of her black ruffled miniskirt.  
 
    She allowed her head to sink deeper into the fluffy pillows. Still exhausted from the ogre’s mind rape, her eyelids grew heavy with sleep. She let them fall shut and slipped into the oblivion of sleep. 
 
    However, sweet sleep did not cooperate that afternoon. Troubling imagery swirled in her head like a dangerous river whirlpool trying to pull her under. As the pictures revolved, some would rear their heads out of the chaotic muck, giving her glimpses of half formed monstrosities that would dissolve back into the whirlpool before she could get a good fix on what they were. 
 
    One image struggled free from the mental eddy and drifted to the forefront of her mind. She recognized the flowing robe and the holes in the outstretched palms. However, any further resemblance to the stigmata ended there. Instead of gentle imploring eyes and a bearded face, the dream image sported a bald bulbous head with black oval, lidless eyes. 
 
    The Christian-extraterrestrial hybrid dream jolted Kelly out of her sleep. Her eyes shot open. She tried sitting up, but her body failed to respond. Something held her to the bed like a pinned butterfly.  
 
    Panic infused her veins. Had Alma returned to finish what he had started? Was he that intent on ushering in her complete destruction? 
 
    She willed herself to move but her arms and legs refused as if they were made of granite, not flesh and bone.  
 
    She remembered this. It wasn’t Alma. The Sleep Crusher had returned.  
 
    The same suffocating pressure as before compressed her rib cage. She tried screaming, but an invisible hand clamped over her mouth stifled the effort. An insistent tapping started at the base of her skull.  
 
    The paralysis was too strong to outmatch. She decided to wait it out and gradually her panic subsided.  
 
    Was the Sleep Crusher another sign; an incorporeal guide sent to show her the way? All she needed to do was accept the offer. She couldn’t talk, though. She couldn’t extend a hand. She couldn’t get up and follow.  
 
    The tapping on her skull continued. 
 
    Knock, knock. Did it want in or out? No way to tell. Whatever it wanted, she would gladly accept.  She remained prone on the bed, her thoughts requesting whatever force worked its magic here to take her away. 
 
    As if responding to her thoughts the Sleep Crusher experience stopped as suddenly as it had started. The dead weight lifted off her breasts, control of her limbs returned and the incessant skull tapping receded.  
 
    A soothing breeze, carrying with it the scent of late autumn blossoms, drifted through the cracked bedroom window, reestablishing a sense of normalcy. The sun had passed over to the west side of the house, leaving the room in soft shade.  
 
    Though things had returned to normal, Kelly had not. She felt cheated out of a perfect opportunity. The Sleep Crusher had left without her. Why? Had she not made her desire clear enough? What could she have done different?  
 
    Kelly unleashed a stream of tears into her bloodstained pillow. Life was so unfair.  Amongst the torrent of tears, however, she found the resolve to go on. The latest episode with her stepfather made her more determined than ever to pierce through. She would find a way, and she believed Peter Halvorson was the key. 
 
    Apostle Peter and his trepanning. If the inhabitants of the piercing through realm wanted an extreme sign of devotion, Kelly could think of nothing more indicative of unfaltering dedication than drilling holes in your head. 
 
    As the tears slowed, leaving wet trails on her cheeks, she managed a smile. In spite of the day’s tragedies she felt one step closer to her goal, thanks to Apostle Peter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Extraction 
 
      
 
    “It was one of your buddies, or you yourself,” Lorenzo shouted. He slammed his fist on William’s illustrated desk. “Just fess up. At least have the balls to take credit for it.”   
 
    “Back off Zo.” William pointed a finger in Lorenzo’s furious face.  He didn’t appreciate the unsubstantiated accusations, although he did applaud whoever had tagged his competitor’s quaint little tat shop. After hearing the rumors, William had walked over to Fashion Tattoos & Piercing to take a look. Sure enough, spray painted in bold colorful letters across Lorenzo’s pristine windows was two words; FAGGOT and PUSSYFOOTER.    
 
    “Don’t call me Zo. I know you told your little Goth buddy to throw that paperweight through my window. You set her up for that and you set her up to deface my windows.” 
 
    “Take your conspiracy theories and shove it. You’re so paranoid, ever since that article. Everybody’s out to get the tattoo emperor. Relax.” 
 
    Lorenzo performed a comical spin on the heels of his Rockport shoes like a pirouetting ballerina, shaking his clenched fists.  
 
    Humored by the silly twirl, William plopped down on the office chair. He nonchalantly leafed through the black magic tattoo book. “Look, Zo, I don’t have time for this ridiculous game.”  
 
    Lorenzo’s anger dropped a couple notches. Taking a deep breath, he straightened his fleece button up sweater. “Okay, fine. I’ll make a deal. I’ll spare you if you agree to turn Little Miss Morbid in. Tell her she has twenty-four hours to go to the cops.” 
 
    “Spare me from what? You don’t have a shred of evidence, on her or me. Just let it go.” 
 
     “Twenty-four hours. If she doesn’t do it herself, I will.” 
 
    Their eyes met like two mountain goats ready to lock horns. William curled the side of his upper lip and shrugged. “Whatever.” 
 
    Lorenzo turned for the exit. “Nice shirt idiot.”  
 
    William watched him go. He marveled at how many times people commented on his shirts. He supposed the I’d Rather Be Waterboarding slogan slapped across the front of his red T-shirt was bound to get a reaction, especially in an occupation that predominantly attracted liberals.  He didn’t endorse that particular torture method either, but he enjoyed getting under people’s skin. 
 
    He wondered what Kelly was up to. Earlier, just as he had opened Inkenstein for business, enthusiasm from Sodom’s Sideshow had still exuded from her like the stench from one’s pores after a garlicky meal. She talked a few minutes about Cat Whiskers and Peter What’s His Face before heading home. 
 
    Fearing she might act upon that enthusiasm, he had spent his downtime rereading the black magic tattoo manual. The book read more like a catalogue than a manual, listing tons of black magic tattoos created over the centuries with a brief description of their origins. The book also contained lots of cultural history on tribes and societies that had enlisted the power of black magic tattoos in the past. However, when it came to specific guidelines on how to activate the power infused ink the book fell way short.  
 
    What was he missing? 
 
    If the cursed book couldn’t reveal how to activate the dormant ink, William knew somebody who could. Determined to get answers he closed shop, not lamenting the few customers he might lose on a slow Thursday afternoon, and headed for Chinatown. 
 
    He came within fifty feet of Old Town Pizza when he heard the first shriek. He stopped in his tracks and cocked his head. It came again; this time the wail so high pitched he questioned whether the source was of this world. 
 
    Following the unearthly sound, he shot into the narrow passage next to the pizza parlor and ended up at the three yen and yang tapestries. Indeed, the shrieking originated from the Chinese herb shop. From inside he heard something thrashing about and human groaning that sounded muffled, perhaps by a hand or a gag cloth.   
 
    Christ in a bucket. What on earth, or for that matter hell, was happening?  
 
    “Mister Chung! Do you need help?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    William parted the tapestries and banged on the weathered wooden door. “Chung?” 
 
    Still no answer, only intermittent groans punctuated by ear-piercing shrieks. 
 
    He turned the door handle. Locked. He rapped on the wood four more times to no avail.  
 
    A fresh wail sliced the air. William got a running start and kicked out with his right leg. The worn wood proved healthier than it looked, not budging an inch. He tried one more time, his reward a sharp pain that shot up his ankle into his knee. 
 
    Retreating down the cramped outdoor corridor, William entered Old Town Pizza. The lunch hour crowd had already vacated the premises. Only two men remained, business chaps who lounged in the murky interior, content to fritter the early afternoon away with frothy pints of beer. A young Caucasian man with blond ropy Jamaican braids tended the counter, counting money from a till. 
 
    The solid old brick walls of the building reduced the shrieks from next door to near whispers. Nobody seemed to take notice. 
 
    William tried to conceal his frantic worry. He approached the employee wearing a facade of calm.  
 
    “Can you hear that?”  
 
    “What?” the young man asked, focused on counting the greenbacks.  
 
    “The screams. You hear it?”  
 
    The employee shrugged. “What can I tell you? The place is haunted.”  
 
    “I know. I’ve heard. This is different, though. You can really hear it from outside.” 
 
    “Probably Nina. Her ghost still frequents the area. Old news, really.” 
 
    William tugged at his goatee and adjusted the John Lennon type spectacles on his nose. “Old news for you, maybe, but not to me. This is important. You can get to the tunnels from here, right?” 
 
    The worker nodded. 
 
    “Where? Can you show me?” 
 
    Blond Braids shook his head. “There are tours you can take. The ones at night are the best. Real creepy. I can give you the number if you want.” 
 
    “I need to get in now. A friend of mine might be in trouble.” 
 
    “What friend? You got a pet rat living in the tunnels? Or maybe you’re hot for Nina’s ghost. Is that it?”  
 
    William dismissed the blatant sarcasm. He pulled out a fifty dollar bill from his wallet and slapped in on the counter. “Take me to the tunnels.” 
 
    The pizza boy’s eyes widened. He pocketed the fifty. “The boss won’t like it but hey, he’s not here. Let me see if I can find the key.” He disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    A few anxious minutes passed before he returned, holding up a key chain. “Had to rummage through the boss’s desk. I’m dead meat if he finds out. Follow me.” 
 
    Blond Braids led him outside, all the while mumbling how his boss was going to strangle, castrate, pulverize, or decapitate him, depending on his mood. 
 
    They ended up around the corner at a steel cover grate on the concrete sidewalk. Blond Braids unlocked and swung the grates upwards on both sides. A wooden stair case descended below, accompanied by what appeared to be a newly constructed railing.  
 
    A fresh scream shredded the atmosphere, sounding much louder than from within the pizza parlor. Blond Braids flinched. 
 
    “I’ll be back inside. Be quick. I need this job.” He retreated around the building, leaving William alone to face the dark hole in the ground. The afternoon daylight only illuminated the stairs about three or four feet down. 
 
    “Hey,” William called after the pizza boy. “What about some light?” Too late. Blond Braids was either out of earshot or had simply decided to ignore his request. 
 
    As he stared into the inky blackness another inhuman howl pierced his ears. Had he been a dog, his fur would have stood straight up. He gave his arm a hard pinch then stepped onto the stairs. Enough light remained at the bottom to reveal a bucket full of flashlights. He grabbed one and thumbed the switch.   
 
    Armed with light, he felt more prepared to tackle the intimidating Shanghai tunnels. He inched forward, waving the beam back and forth. He entered a small door to the rear of the room and entered a long hallway, mounds of wet dirt or sewage piled up on each side.  
 
    Dark tunnels branched off the main passage.  Debris piled in front of the stone archway entrances made the smaller tunnels difficult to enter. However, you could force your way through if you put your mind to it. 
 
    William paused. He waited for the next spine-tingling scream and decided to take a tunnel on the left. As he hurried towards the source of the shriek he spotted a ton of memorabilia that evoked images of a villainous past. He saw abandoned shoes, tiny barred holding cells, mattresses to pad the fall of victims hurled down trapdoors and empty bunk beds that used to provide opium customers a place to crash their stoned heads.  
 
    More inhuman howls shattered the dark, providing William with an audio beacon in which to navigate the dark passageways. He squeezed through a crumbling arched entranceway, scraping his knees on the fractured cement blocks. He aimed the beam straight ahead and lurched into motion. 
 
    Something in his peripheral vision drew his attention. He swung the flashlight to the left and recognized the makeshift barrier formed from fragments of plywood and planks. Crouching low, he gained a better view of the barricaded archway. 
 
    Wet clumps clung to the wood. Closer examination revealed mud. He recalled the moist thuds he had heard on his previous visit to the herb shop and wondered why anyone would hurl handfuls of clumped soil at the barrier. 
 
    Were the responsible hands human or ghostly? He didn’t have much time to ponder the matter. Another shriek sent fresh waves of chills down his back. 
 
    Without hesitation, he kicked at the barrier with his Doc Marten boots. The decaying wood planks buckled and splintered. After a few kicks, he peered through a hole the size of a softball. 
 
    The room beyond could have been any typical storage room; shelves full of cardboard boxes, piles of books and shabby unused furniture. It was the Mason jars full of herbs that confirmed his hunch. 
 
    He dialed up a new round of kicks and in minutes his boots created a hole large enough to worm through. He crawled into the shop on his belly. 
 
    From any other viewpoint he would have missed the safe built into the wall, beneath a bench. Mister Chung must have been in a hurry, leaving his secret merchandise unlocked and open. William reached in the safe and came out with a couple vials. He put them in his pocket. 
 
    As he gained his feet, a blur of motion drew his attention. He turned just in time to see an outstretched palm slam into his forehead. He lost his balance and fell back into the broken wood. Splinters tore through the fabric of his shirt as well as his flesh.   
 
    He felt like a limp seesaw, the lower part of his body in the storage room, the upper half in the dark tunnel, the decaying remains of the barrier providing the fulcrum. He rolled onto his hip and slid back into the shop, raising his hands in anticipation of another attack. 
 
    “Mister Hendricks?”  
 
    William registered the sweaty bald head, the rheumy eyes and posh Mao tunic.  
 
     “Chung, sorry to intrude like this. I thought you might be in danger.” 
 
    “What danger?”  
 
    The thrashing from beyond the purple velour curtains intensified and another unearthly scream pierced his skull like an invisible arrow. He raised an eyebrow at the herbalist. 
 
    “Oh, you mean that? Don’t worry. I’m fine. Now get back into the tunnels and leave. You have no business here.” 
 
    William folded his arms across his chest.  
 
    “Mister Hendricks, please. This does not concern you.” 
 
    William remained rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Oh for Confucius sake,” Chung said, throwing up his hands. “First things first. Help me board up this passageway before the Shanghai ghosts get in. Might be too late already. Hurry.” 
 
    Chung used his feet to break apart a ratty dining table chair. He took the broken pieces and began nailing them over the hole William had created. 
 
    “I just walked the tunnels. There were no ghosts. I didn’t even see a rat or cockroach.” William handed Chung a piece of fragmented wood. “Anyway, can’t ghosts simply walk through walls?” 
 
    Chung ignored William and concentrated on reconstructing the barricade. 
 
    William tuned into the moans and thrashing from the other room. As the herbalist bent low to nail another piece of wood in place, he took the opportunity and slipped through the curtains. It took a few seconds for his pupils to adjust to the murky light created by lit candelabras. Burning incense stung his nostrils.  
 
    Beyond the aquarium counter, in the middle of the room, a man sat on a wood back chair. Rope around his robed chest and exposed ankles kept him bound. A bunched cloth gag had been shoved into his mouth, held in place by duct tape. The figure tied to the chair squirmed and convulsed like live bait on a hook. 
 
    William froze in shock. He studied the bald head, the bulging almond shaped eyes and flowing dark robe. The man looked as if he had just stepped out of a rural Bangkok monastery.  
 
    William took a step, but another inhuman howl froze him in his tracks. The howl came from the man’s mouth, the gag failing to deaden the decibels of that terror inspired scream. The cries, sharp and piercing, rebounded off the walls. 
 
    The thrashing intensified. The veins on the man’s bald head bulged like arctic pipelines and the almond Asian eyes transformed into perfect ovals of fright. 
 
    William wanted to help, but he couldn’t break the ice locking his feet in place. Something beyond comprehension was taking place. He couldn’t define what he witnessed so his mind failed to formulate a plan. He stood there like a simpleton. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to see this,” Chung said, parting the velour curtains and stepping around the aquarium.  
 
    “What are you doing to him?” 
 
    The herbalist gave William a warning look. “Nothing he didn’t volunteer for.” 
 
    “Volunteered for? He looks completely terrorized. He looks anything but cooperative. I’m letting him loose.” 
 
    A hand on his shoulder stopped him. “Look again with a fresh set of eyes. You might see things differently.”  
 
    William gave a grunt of disapproval, but did as the herbalist advised. He had assumed the man’s struggles were aimed at escaping, and he still believed that to be somewhat true. Given the chance, there was no question the robed man would bolt from this shop and catch the next flight back to the Orient. Any physical body put under the amount of strain the monk endured would, on its own accord, seek relief.  
 
    However, the longer he studied the scene the more he noticed subtle nuances at work. The man fought just as hard at containment as he did escape. As much as his body lobbied for relief, it equally struggled not to flee. 
 
    He noticed another detail. It looked like he was trying to hold something within from getting out. The best comparison he could make was of a man fighting an urge to vomit, doing his best not to let loose a stream of vile puke on unsuspecting bystanders.  
 
    “What’s inside him?” William asked.  
 
    “Wait just a second. He’s nearly there.” Chung moved to the chair, pulling a needle and syringe out of the pocket of his black tunic. He stroked the monk’s glistening bald head as the man began to calm down. Finally, his rigid form slumped, all previous signs of struggle forced away like the sun chasing away a rain storm. 
 
    “Klahan,” Chung said, addressing the slouched figure. “Klahan, are you ready?” 
 
    Klahan made a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “Perfect.” Chung pushed up the monk’s sleeve and tapped on the underside of his forearm. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Finding a good vein. I must complete the extraction before the Yaoguai wakes up.” 
 
    “Yao what?” 
 
    “Yaoguai. A Chinese demon. No time for explanations.” He found a vein he liked and plunged the needle into it. He pulled the plunger and filled the syringe full of the monk’s blood. It was over in seconds. He taped a cotton ball over the prick mark much like a medical lab technician attending to a patient giving a blood sample.  
 
    Klahan’s eyes remained closed, his head lolling to the side.  
 
    “Are you going to tell me what just happened?” William asked. 
 
    Chung dug through the herbs in the aquarium counter and pulled out a box of empty vials. He transferred the freshly drawn blood into a vial and capped it. “What you just witnessed is a black magic extraction ritual. You already know that black magic tattoos are made with blood infused ink. The blood charges the ink with power, right?” 
 
    “That’s how I understand it, yes.” 
 
    “So how do you give black magic power to certain tattoos, let’s say a wraith or a ghost? You have such tats, right? Such creatures don’t have blood. What gives them their power?” 
 
    William thought about the Grim Reaper inked above his navel and the Mara tattooed on his upper back. Both were wraithlike entities. Chung’s questions had him thinking. 
 
    “So this extraction, this blood from the monk is somehow fused with power?”  
 
    “Yes. A willing subject, such as Klahan over there in the chair, invites the spirit entity to enter his flesh. The spirit does so willingly, hoping for a weak physical vessel to control. However, people such as Klahan are not weak in the slightest bit. You see, he’s tricked the spirit, wraith, demon; whatever you want to call it.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “He traps the spirit inside and holds it within. Eventually the spirit absorbs into the flesh. The Yaoguai and Klahan become one for as long as he can keep the demon subdued. That is when I withdraw a blood sample.” 
 
    “Wow. I never would have known. It must take a toll.” 
 
    Chung walked to the semi-conscious monk slumped in the chair, checking his status. “On Klahan? Yes, a very heavy toll indeed. He fought hard to bring the Yaoguai into submission. It won’t last long. Once the demon realizes his spirit essence has been assimilated into human flesh, it will renew its efforts to escape with a ferocity Klahan stands no chance of fighting. The Yaoguai will get its freedom, but we will already have what we desired; the blood.” 
 
    A moist thud sounded from the rear of the shop. William cringed. More mud flinging. 
 
    “I’m going to find out who’s doing that.” He moved towards the purple velour curtains.  
 
    “Let it be. Don’t destroy my barricade again.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Wouldn’t want to let the Shanghai ghosts in would we? Well where were they when I kicked down your barrier? Strange they waited until now to show up. Can you explain that one?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” William clamped a hand on his forehead. He felt clammy. His obsession with black magic tattoos had led him down this unexpected path and now things seemed to be spiraling out of his control. Shanghai ghosts? Demon blood extraction? What other surprises could he count on?  
 
    “You don’t look so good,” Chung said. 
 
    “I don’t know how much of this I can stomach.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to break into my shop. You shouldn’t have witnessed any of this.” 
 
     “True. Tell me one thing, though. Why does your Tibetan friend volunteer for such a tortuous procedure? What’s in it for him?”  
 
    “First, Klahan is from Thailand, not Tibet. Second, He has nothing personal to gain. He’s sworn into a secret society of monks selected to protect society. Sometimes personal comfort must be sacrificed to protect the world.” 
 
    “Protect it from what? What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    “Nothing I can pinpoint at the moment. You might say it’s a precaution. How about you? You’re heavily inked with black magic. Are you willing to be a protector should the opportunity arise?” 
 
    Another moist thud hit the boarded up tunnel entrance and Klahan twitched in his chair.  
 
    More uneasiness dripped into William’s veins. He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.” 
 
    Chung also noticed Klahan twitching. “Looks as if our Yaoguai friend is waking up. This is a crucial moment. Will the spirit want revenge or will it decide to flee?  That’s the million dollar question.” 
 
    William felt his mind take another dive. “Revenge? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Doesn’t happen often. In most cases the spirit just wants to get away. The time spent married to Klahan’s flesh is a direct assault to its spirit essence. The Yaoguai will probably make a beat straight for the woods.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t?” 
 
    “You’re armed with black magic tattoos. I wouldn’t worry.” 
 
    William heard enough. He bolted for the door. As he reached for the handle he heard a gentle hiss like gas emissions leaking from a decomposing corpse. He felt a discharge of energy from the direction of the tied monk. An invisible force caused the tapestries hanging from the ceiling to flutter like kites in a breeze.   
 
    He watched the air shimmer like heat rising from asphalt. The shimmering shot straight into his midriff. He felt his intestines flip. His gut ached as if it had been punched. The Yaoguai didn’t linger in his system long. It passed through him and out through the closed door.  
 
    Dropping to his knees, William held his stomach. His innards churned in the wake of the demon’s passage.  
 
    With head hung low, he asked, “How do you activate the tats? You talk about me possibly being a protector, but how can I do so if the damn ink won’t activate?” 
 
    Chung went to the back room and returned with a cold, wet rag. He applied it to Klahan’s face. The Thai monk moaned and straightened a little in the chair. Chung loosened the ropes binding him. 
 
    “I need to know how these magical tats work. I’ve had absolutely no luck so far.” 
 
    Chung massaged Klahan’s shoulders, the monk letting out a series of moans as he  slowly recovered his senses. 
 
    “The means of activation differs from one person to the next.” 
 
    William managed to stand upright on his two feet. His head swirled. “A whole lot of good that will do me when I have one of those Yaoguai’s chasing me down the street. Can we cut through the Zen bull and get to the meat and potatoes. A friend of mine might be putting herself in danger. I need real answers, real advice.” 
 
    “If it’s urgent then the magic will respond. Be patient and continue to look for signs.” 
 
    “Christ almighty, is that the best you can give me? You’re as useless as the book.” 
 
     “Nothing is useless. Everything has meaning when you stop and take the time to really look.” 
 
    “Enough with the Zen-yoga crap. I’m out of here.” He opened the door and left.  
 
    He thought about re-entering the Shanghai Tunnels to put an end to the speculation about the moist thuds. He vetoed the thought. He was finished with all of it, at least for now. He had come to the herb shop hoping to gain answers, but instead all he had gained was a new set of fears.  
 
    He now understood why Chung had chosen the hidden location of his shop. The reputation of the neighborhood’s haunting supplied the perfect cover, allowing him to practice his outlandish extraction rituals with impunity.   
 
    If a customer munching on a piece of greasy pepperoni pizza next door questioned the frightening howls and shrieks, the employees would repeat the tragic story of Nina’s ghost. The customer would do nothing, feeling somewhat privileged to be in the proximity of a supernatural phenomenon.  
 
    However, William knew the naked truth and it horrified him. A Chinese demon roamed the streets of Portland. Worse yet was the great lengths the secret society of monks would go to in order to practice their magic. Allowing demons to inhabit their bodies just to draw blood seemed way beyond the call of duty. William flinched, remembering how the Yaoguai had thrashed and tormented Klahan. 
 
    As he walked back to Inkenstein, he started second guessing his passion for black magic tattoos. Having a better understanding of the mighty and potentially deadly forces behind the scene had been a real eye opener.  
 
    He passed beneath the Chinatown gates, another reminder of Portland’s ties to mysticism.  The city brimmed with strange energy and supernatural activity.  
 
    He wondered what forces would greet Kelly should she succeed in piercing through. He shuddered at the thought. Even more frightening; the idea of coming to her aid armed with black magic tats that showed no signs of life.   
 
    He needed to talk her out of it. He knew it would take all the luck in the world for that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Liberation 
 
      
 
    Kelly enjoyed her liberation. It put a bounce in her step, some pep in her stride. She roamed the streets of Beaverton knowing her Gothic Lolita outfit attracted a lot of attention. She didn’t care. She only cared about the freedom it granted her. 
 
    Though it stank of self-absorption, she couldn’t help but compare her newly found freedom to some of the country’s biggest liberation movements. She related to the jubilation of African-Americans when the chains of slavery had been shattered. She understood the joys that followed women’s right to vote. She felt the coming rapture the gay community would experience once equality in sexual orientation finally set down roots.  
 
    Liberation; such a remarkable and strength imparting concept. She relished the energy coursing through her veins.  
 
    So free! So alive! 
 
    The decision to wear the Gothic Lolita outfit in public was her coming out moment, much in the way a Queen might come out of the closet by dressing Drag at a family wedding. She no longer wished to wallow in the prison created by her dark secrets. Her Gothic look displayed her inner misery for everyone to see.  
 
    Projecting a tough girl aura, she sauntered down the sidewalk, swinging her black Hello Kitty duffle bag with passion. The click of her high heeled Goth boots on the concrete empowered her every step. She pitied the soul who crossed her the wrong way. 
 
    So free! So alive! 
 
    She paused outside the school entrance. She watched the students ambling up the outdoor stairs and through the double doors; little zombies preparing to sit in their chairs while being subjected to the indoctrination of algebra, chemistry and social science.  
 
    God save their souls.  
 
    Kelly had other plans and she wanted Trish Kendrick to be her accomplice. She had tried to reach her suburban friend on her cell, but it had been turned off. She hoped to intercept Trish before class started. 
 
    Trish’s high school differed from Kelly’s. Kelly’s fellow students emitted an inner city edge that went missing in the preppy dressed kids flocking past her. These students showed their intolerance in the contemptuous and disdainful sneers they directed her way. 
 
    She supposed her ghoulish white foundation, black mascara and corpse blue lipstick would stand out in this lovely suburban utopia. For that matter, it would probably stand out at her school. She didn’t care. Condescension from a group of Stepford children would not dampen her strength. Nothing could taint her liberation. 
 
    She grew fidgety as the crowd thinned and she saw no sign of Trish. She reached up to fiddle with her lip ring, forgetting it wasn’t there. The wound in its place still looked raw, but covered in her lipstick it resembled nothing worse than a huge blue spider bite.  
 
    The starting bell rang. A few stragglers remained outside, Trish not among them. 
 
    Two pimply adolescents sucked in a few last puffs from a cigarette.  
 
    “Hey, sweet cheeks,” one of them said. “Thought Halloween is a couple weeks from now.” 
 
    The boy’s sidekick snickered, blowing a plume of smoke from his mouth like a human chimney. 
 
    “A friend of mine reads that Jap manga all the time.” The first boy took a drag and looked Kelly up and down. His eyebrows rose. “You a character from one of those books? I have to say it’s pretty hot sweet cheeks.” 
 
    The sidekick snickered again, scratching one of the larger zits on his face. 
 
    Finding the boy’s derision an affront to her newly found liberation, Kelly gave up on finding Trish and turned to leave.  
 
    “Hey, where you going? Dressed like that you must be used to putting out. Why don’t we cut class together?  We can do the nasty all you like.”  
 
    Kelly turned and gave him the middle finger. 
 
    “Tough girl, huh?” He bellowed out a short devious laugh. “Do that to my face. I dare you.”    
 
    Kelly walked away, fuming. She imagined stabbing their pimple riddled faces with vicious jabs from the silver cross hanging around her neck.  
 
    The violent fantasy subsided by the time she reached the bus stop. She boarded the next bus heading downtown. On a whim she exited near the Nob Hill area of uptown Portland, one of the more desirable locations in the city. Its shaded streets boasted a number of quaint and memorable shopping establishments; a fun neighborhood to strut in her manga inspired fashion. She was sure to cultivate quite a few looks of disapproval.  
 
    Before she could get into full swing an old stone church distracted her. She couldn’t tell what denomination it represented. Could be Catholic, Presbyterian or Episcopal for all she knew. She had negligible knowledge in regards to theology.  
 
    Maybe she could burst in on a Holy Roller session and scare the bejesus out of the faithful. What fun. She was disappointed to find the church pews empty. Friday afternoon. Not an ideal time for worship.  
 
    Being in a holy establishment directed her thoughts to Justin Vandermeer. What if this church was owned by Adonai’s Attestants? She began examining the iconography, most of it etched into large arching stain glassed windows that ran up both sides of the narrow nave. The resplendent artwork depicted winged angels, various saints and several crucifixion scenes. Wouldn’t it be fun to discover hidden symbols? What did Justin call them? Subliminals?     
 
    Engrossed, she made her way to the front of the pews. The chancel prevented her from going farther. She looked beyond the plain altar to the ivory figure suspended above. The Madonna, clutching God’s infant to her bosom, gazed down at the altar. 
 
    Though the hanging statue was beautiful in form, it smacked of piety and sanctimony. The empathy and compassion radiating from the Virgin made Kelly snarl in disgust. 
 
    Now Kelly knew why she had never stepped foot inside a church since her mother’s death. Sickened, she left Mother Mary to suffer her sadness alone, exiting the building. 
 
    No longer wishing to waste time in Nob Hill, she hefted the Hello Kitty duffle bag over her shoulder and carried it like a sling. She had a matter that demanded urgent attending, her resolve somehow strengthened by her visit to the church.  
 
    As she walked, her mind teetered on the brink of rage. She thought back to the pimply teen who verbally accosted her at the high school. She prayed she didn’t encounter another jerk like him. She doubted she could duplicate the restraint she had shown earlier. 
 
    As she progressed down sloping Burnside Street, she started thinking about William. She couldn’t wait to share her news about Apostle Peter; not the church Peter, the trepanation Peter.  
 
    She came to the flat stretch of Burnside, across from the colorful gates of Chinatown. This close to the Mission, homeless druggies abounded. Two middle aged junkies, unwashed and smelling like a sanitary landfill, sandwiched her between them.  
 
    “Where you heading Lezzy?” the one on her front side said, his sour fish breath washing across her face like a fetid wind.  
 
    Lezzy? The man was clearly out of his mind. 
 
    “Get off me,” Kelly said. Liberation still coursed her veins, feeding her strength.  
 
    “Come on, me and Raccoon are on hard times, Lezzy. Literally, hard times.” He grinned at her with a crack addict’s gap-toothed smile. 
 
    She assumed Raccoon was the crackhead to her rear. He let out a guttural grunt and tried to lift her black ruffled miniskirt.  
 
    A few minutes prior, she had doubted her ability to exercise the same restraint she had shown towards the pimply adolescents at Trish’s high school. Her gut feeling had been right. Her mind snapped in an explosion of white hot rage. 
 
    She lifted her arms straight over her head and allowed her body to go limp. She dropped onto her knees and fell onto her right side, no longer trapped between the two loathsome junkies. As she rolled onto her back, she spotted Raccoon readying himself to pounce. She kicked out with her boot. The tip caught Raccoon right between the legs. He crumpled like an empty paper sack. 
 
    Not satisfied, she leaped to her feet and planted a kick to the side of the man’s oily head. He let out a hiss of breath that sounded like air escaping a tire and rolled onto his back, knocked unconscious.  
 
    “Not cool,” Raccoon’s companion said. His eyes narrowed and he lunged. 
 
    Kelly lashed out with her boot a third time. The junkie saw it coming and had time to lift his hands in front of his crotch, a rudimentary effort to protect his family jewels. Maybe it was her imagination or wishful thinking, but she thought she heard the crunching of bones as the hard tip of her boot dug into the man’s fingers. He yelped and joined Raccoon on the concrete.  
 
    She knelt and tangled her fist in the man’s slimy hair. She gave it a good yank. “Give me your knife.” The man struggled, but she pinned him with a knee on his chest. “Give me your damn knife.” 
 
    “What the-I don’t-Christ,” he stammered. “What knife?” 
 
    Kelly yanked again, her hold brief as her fingers slipped on his unwashed hair. “Best not to lie to me.” 
 
    “I swear. I have no blade. Honest to god Lezzy.” 
 
    “Lucky for you. I guess you get to keep your balls today.”  She dropped the man’s head and it thudded on the sidewalk. She smirked at the punk’s frightened face and walked away.  
 
    Liberation; so empowering.  
 
    She took long confident strides past Voodoo Doughnut. She felt she could do anything, even learn Swahili if need be. 
 
    However, she didn’t want to learn an African dialect. She indulged herself in a different fantasy, one inspired by the two aggressive druggies she had laid out. She pictured herself buying some sort of blade from a pawn shop, something on the order of a kukri from Nepal or a Scottish dirk, anything sharp enough to perform castrations.  
 
    First on her list of victims would be Raccoon. After removing his manhood she would proceed to emasculate every male in the city until Portland was no longer known as the city of roses, but the city of eunuchs.  
 
    Not William, however. He would be spared and what a gift that would be. The only male left intact to service the needs of Portland’s female population. She smiled. William had always treated her with the tenderness of a true friend. If Peter Halvorson was her apostle, then William was her savior. An apostle could only reveal the true path, could only show a disciple the way to walk.  A savior, though, could implement that knowledge to save souls.   
 
    Though she hardly thought of herself as religious, over the past few days her mind had latched onto the theory of prophecy. Her conclusion was that prophecy was no more than simple prediction. Once the prediction is spoken or written it is up to someone to act upon it. If nobody acts it becomes yet another in a long line of failed prophecies. 
 
    She believed the strange paralysis and odd visions to be prophetic. She was determined to see the prophecy to its fruition. She knew a man with colorful arms and the instruments of prophecy rested at the bottom of her Hello Kitty duffel bag. 
 
    The heavy dark gray clouds above released their goods. The sudden rain shower did not dampen her enthusiasm.  
 
    “Ready or not, William, here I come,” she shouted into the gloomy air.   
 
    Swinging the duffle bag a little more emphatically, she headed straight for Inkenstein. 
 
     So free! So alive! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: The Last Secret 
 
      
 
    The droning buzz of the tattoo gun put William’s troubled mind at ease. The monotonous sound filled his head, leaving no room for anxious thoughts concerning Kelly.  
 
    He had seen the symbol he now tattooed onto the young boy’s arm on a burly biker dude years ago. However, he had never inked one himself.  
 
    He knew it as the logo for the classic rock band Blue Oyster Cult. patterned after the astrological sign for the Greek god Kronos combined with a sickle, the emblem had drawn heavy criticism from religious conservatives back in the band’s heyday. The Moral Majority Coalition had misinterpreted it as an upside down cross with a question mark.  
 
    In actuality, the symbol for the god of time (Kronos) with a sickle was intended to be a conceptualization of the Grim Reaper. After all, time cuts every one of us down in the end.  
 
    It seemed a strange choice for the conservative all-American boy seated in the reclining patient’s chair. With his short sleeved white dress shirt and pressed slacks, he looked more straight-laced than the Catholic choir boys William had been raised around.  
 
    At first, he had refused to ink the boy. Something didn’t feel right about tainting the kid’s reserved image. In fact, he had tried to talk him out of it by quoting Ozzy Osbourne who reportedly told his daughter, “If you want to be different don’t get a tattoo”. It hadn’t worked. The kid insisted and William gave in.  
 
    “Hanging in there?” he asked, dipping the needles in the ink cap. 
 
    “Not as painful as I thought,” the boy said, his innocent steel blue-gray eyes full of excitement. “Should have done this eons ago.” 
 
    William stretched the skin of the boy’s deltoid muscle, just below the collar bone and colored in the curve of the sickle with black ink.  
 
    The entrance bell clinked. William looked up. A young girl, dressed in some type of demented baby doll inspired fashion burst in. Rain dripped off her eggplant dyed hair, forming beads on her labret snake bites and lobret piercing. The cold followed her off Second Avenue and seemed to surround her as if finding solace in her stormy mood. 
 
    “Fine freaking day isn’t it?” she muttered, shaking water from her knee length black skirt and the pink lacy petticoat that protruded four inches beyond the skirt. The massive silver Judeo-Christian cross dangling between her breasts bounced with her frantic movements. 
 
    “Kelly?” he asked in disbelief. “What on earth...” 
 
    The girl took one look at the customer seated in the chair and dismissed William with a wave of her hand. She claimed a seat in the waiting area, picked up an issue of Tattoo Magazine and made sure it covered her face. 
 
    The girl in the Gothic clothes had to be Kelly. However, William had never seen her dressed so extreme. Her usual wardrobe consisted of tight straight-legged black jeans, an underground grindcore band T-shirt and her infamous faux leather spiked cuffs. He admitted the naughty baby-doll look appealed to his male sex drive. He found himself wrestling with racy thoughts. 
 
    The girl lowered the magazine just enough to reveal familiar jade eyes. “Nice shirt, dumbass.” 
 
    He smiled. He still wore the I’d Rather Be Waterboarding shirt from the other day, having spent another sleepless night at Inkenstein. Kelly would not pass on an opportunity to make a snide remark about it.  
 
    “Let me finish this up and I’ll be right with you.” He refrained from speaking her name. She seemed to be cloaking herself with anonymity as if she were in disguise. Though from what he could only guess.  
 
    It took less than ten minutes to complete the boy’s tat. He paid in cash, thanked William for a job well done and took a quick glance at the girl holding the magazine in front of her face as he exited onto the rain splattered sidewalk. 
 
    “Why are you hiding yourself and what’s up with that ridiculous getup?” William pushed down the magazine to look into Kelly’s eyes. What he saw disturbed him. He picked up on her usual distress signals, but her distraught manner appeared tempered by a calm resolve. He knew she was planning and scheming.     
 
    “I was hiding from that boy, Justin Vandermeer. I know him.” She tossed the magazine back on the coffee table. “I think he has a crush on me. He’s a super religious suppression case. I’m quite startled he even got a tat. What did he get?” 
 
    William described the Blue Oyster Cult symbol. “Funny thing is he didn’t want to believe it represents the Grim Reaper. He believes it’s an upside down cross with a question mark.” 
 
    “Cross with a question mark. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “To him it questions whether Christ died on a cross or not. I guess his religion agrees with that sentiment. He kept saying they believe Christ died on a stake, not a cross. So apparently Blue Oyster Cult got it right without even knowing it. A little whacko if you ask me.” 
 
     “Nah. He’s all right. That reminds me I wanted to give you this. Got it from BOC boy. You might find the apocalypse art interesting.” She fished the rolled up AA tract from her waistband and handed it to him. She glanced up at the drawings above. After running out of room on his illustrated desk he had begun a row of newer images at the top of the east wall. “Who knows? It might even inspire some new flash designs.” 
 
    “I’ll look at it later,” he said, placing it amidst the pile of magazines littering the coffee table. “I’d rather talk about you. What’s up with this outfit? I kind of like it, but I have a funny feeling you’re not wearing it to turn me on.” 
 
    Kelly’s resolve deteriorated before his eyes. A torrent of tears washed away all vestiges of her earlier calm.  
 
    Although his heart ached at her sadness he felt a twinge of excitement.  She seemed ready to reveal another secret. Perhaps they would reach the final layer, the bottom of the Chinese puzzle box. He sat next to her on the vinyl padded bench and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Hey. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My dad,” she said through sobs. “He’s the reason I’m wearing this. He’s fond of little Goth Lolita girls. I used to think it disgusted him. Then yesterday he came in and made me dress up in front of him. He watched the whole thing. It was so perverse.”    
 
     “How bad did it get? Did he go all the way?” 
 
    She looked at him with tear filled eyes that radiated a depth of despair uncommon for someone her age. “Not yet. It’s like he’s fighting it. I don’t think he can fight it much longer, though. I mean, making me dress in front of him? He’s never gone that far before. I don’t know what to do. It was a definite mind rape, which to me is just as bad as the real thing.” 
 
    “Jesus, Kelly. Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 
 
    “I didn’t have to. I don’t owe you my secrets.” 
 
    He felt a tsunami of anger swelling up from his belly. He left the front of the shop and channeled his negative energy into cleaning his tools. He disposed of the needles, ink caps and unused ink from the latest job. He used a cleaning agent to disinfect the needle tube and tips, packed them in autoclave bags and placed them in the cleaning device.  
 
    The distraction didn’t last long. He plopped down in the office chair and slammed his fist against the maple desk. Reaching the bottom of the puzzle box and revealing the final darkest secret seemed like a mistake.  
 
    “I’ll kill him,” he stated, his voice eerily flat. “I swear I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Kelly moved towards the illustrated desk. Her tears had ceased. The black mascara around her eyes left dark streaks down the ghostly white foundation on her face. “If I wanted him dead I would do it myself. I’m quite capable. Ask the two junkies down the street.” 
 
    “Two junkies?” 
 
    “Never mind. Took care of it already.” She reached the desk and threw the duffle bag on top. “It’s time.” 
 
     “Time for what?” He gave the duffle bag a cursory glance. He found the Hello Kitty logo on the bag a little odd. It didn’t quite fit her sudden penchant for Gothic Lolita fashion. 
 
    “I’m doing it and you’re going to help me. I’ve had enough crap in my lifetime to satisfy Beelzebub.” 
 
    “Beelzebub?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, lord of the flies and all.” 
 
    “Ah, crap and Beelzebub. What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    She leaned forward, palms face down on William’s illustrated desk. “I could spend days talking about how much I hate the ogre. This, I believe, will help you understand faster.” 
 
    She lifted her blouse and displayed two baseball sized purple bruises near her left rib cage. 
 
    William raised his left eyebrow. “Courtesy of Alma’s size 12 Doc Martens?” 
 
    “Close. Steel toed Timberline logging boots. This morning, he tried to make me do it again; get all dressed up for him. I managed to resist but I paid for it as you can see.” 
 
    “My advice? Stay away from men who make boots a fashion statement.” 
 
    “Not easily done when you’re talking about my stepfather. Plus, you hardly have room to talk, silly Willy.” 
 
    In reply, William propped his Doc Martens up on the desk, knocking aside the Hello Kitty duffle bag. “Yeah, I suppose not. However, I don’t go around kicking defenseless women with these beauties.” 
 
    “Good thing.” She moved behind the desk and sat on the arm of his chair. “So, are you ready to join me on the dark side? I need a piercing in the worst way.” 
 
    “You know my policy.” He pointed at the ‘NO PIERCING’ placard hanging above the front door. “Piercing and tattooing are two different dogmas.” 
 
    “You think so? I know many who are into both.” 
 
    “And I always argue that those types are not purists like you and me. The philosophies of both are vastly different.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I didn’t come here to argue. I’m moving on. Open the bag.” 
 
    He unzipped it and peered inside. He pulled out a gleaming scalpel and a brand new cordless Makita power drill complete with an assortment of drill bits. 
 
    “So will you help me?” Kelly fiddled with the 20 gauge captive bead ring running through her septum. 
 
    William squeezed the trigger on the drill, listening to it whine and frowned. “What on earth are you up to?” 
 
    “I want something more than this life. I’ve figured out what my obsession with piercing was leading me to. The ultimate piercing. I’m going to pierce through.” 
 
    William tossed the drill on the maple desk and waved his hands. “No. I’m a tat artist for god’s sake. I don’t believe any of this nonsense about piercing through. I still don’t know what sold you on this coffee house urban myth. I hope it wasn’t what Cat Whiskers said the other night. The man’s a loon.”  
 
    Her lips spread in a grin devoid of emotion. “Then you have nothing to fear. Come on, Willy. You’re the best friend I’ve got and all I’m asking is for a chance to transcend into something greater than this stinking hell hole called life. You know each piercing I’ve got symbolizes an act of pain and anguish. My life has been full of them.”     
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then help me for god’s sake.” 
 
     “I don’t really know what you’re asking me to do.” 
 
    Stretching out her hand she picked up the Makita. “Trepanning. Pierce on through to the other side. That’s the lyrics Jim Morrison should have written, don’t you think?” 
 
    “How can you ask me to do this? It’s not fair. Get one of your piercing enthusiasts to do it. Not me. No way.” 
 
    She sighed and sank into the leather chair with bamboo arms. “I’m not really friends with them. I tried to get Trish to help, but I couldn’t find her. I don’t think she’d do it anyway. Not enough grit in that girl.” 
 
    “Tough titty said the kitty.” William folded his arms across his chest and leaned back to stare at the ceiling. “You really want me to drill holes in your skull?” 
 
    “Damn Skippy I do. The ultimate piercing, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I say you’re one crazy loco.” 
 
    She smiled, this time with genuine emotion. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
    He straightened and stood up. “No, I can’t. Really, I can’t.”  
 
    “Jesus the H Christ.” Kelly shot forward, threw the drill and scalpel into the duffle bag and turned for the door. “Nice knowing you.” 
 
    William moved to intercept her. “Wait. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll do it myself. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm. “How?” 
 
    She spun to face him. A fresh stream of tears streaked more black rivulets of eye liner down her face. “Remember at Sodom’s Sideshow. Cat Whiskers talked about that guy, Peter Halvorson. Anyway, I call him Apostle Peter. He attached a power drill to the ceiling and pushed up against it. Performed his own trepanation. I can do the same.” 
 
    “Oh no you can’t.”   
 
    “Sure I can.” She pushed his hand away and opened the glass door. Bone chilling Willamette river air blasted into the ink parlor, carrying with it drops of rain. 
 
    “All right, all right. Come back inside. I’m not agreeing to anything just yet, but I know I can’t let you perform a self-trepanation. That’s insane.” 
 
    Kelly kissed his stubbly cheek. “That’s the spirit. So we’ll talk about it. You’ll consider it?” 
 
    He nodded. The burden of the last secret in the puzzle box, that whopper of a revelation, threatened to crush him. Kelly wasn’t thinking rationally and he feared to let her out of his sight. He also feared she would continue to pressure him about the trepanation. She could be tenacious when she set her mind to a plan. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m not agreeing to this, but let’s pretend I am. How would I do it? What about your brain?”  
 
    She laughed. “You’re not giving me a lobotomy, silly Willy. You just drill deep enough to penetrate the skull bone. Look, I know it sounds crazy but if Apostle Peter could do it solo how difficult can it be?”  
 
    “Nothing but a walk in the park.” He rubbed his forehead and sighed. “Why are you putting me in this position? I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You’ll do the right thing, Willy. You always do.” 
 
    “The right thing would be to kill your jerk of a stepfather.” 
 
    “Murder, huh. You could live with that? It seems to me the wiser course would be helping someone with a strong belief act out that belief. If this piercing through thing is real I could be tapping into a world unknown to most. I could be feasting on miracles fit for gods. Who really knows? Whatever the results, it will beat living everyday with the hideous guilt of killing my father. Right?” 
 
    “Now you are sounding persuasive,” he said, giving her a grim smile. “You’re really not going to let me talk you out of it are you?” 
 
     “I’ll do it on my own if I have to. So what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “I’ve never even done a normal piercing. How do you expect me to do a trepanation?” 
 
    Kelly unzipped the duffle bag and pulled out a sheaf of Internet printouts. She handed it to William. “I downloaded everything I could find on Peter’s self-trepanation. I also downloaded an e-book called Bore Hole which is about another guy who drilled holes in his head.” 
 
    “What, do they give specific instructions on how to do this?” 
 
    “Not step by step. You need to read between the lines a little. I want you to read all that. Get familiar. Get comfortable. It will make your decision easier.” 
 
    “It’ll take me a few hours to read all this.” He sat down behind the illustrated desk. He untied the string holding the sheaf together.  
 
    Kelly looked around the shop. “I don’t exactly see people beating down your door to get inked. You’ve got the time.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll read every word. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I could use a few hours sleep. I’ll just crash out on the bench.” She walked to the waiting area and curled up on the vinyl padded seating. 
 
    William read the first few pages of Bore Hole. He looked towards Kelly.  He still believed anyone who could drill holes in their head to be certifiable. She looked peaceful, the deep breathing of her slumber pleasant to his ears. If only she could find such serenity in her waking life.  
 
    A tear trickled out the corner of his eye. He brushed it away.  Finding out her secrets had always been a game to him. Discovering the boxes within boxes left him intrigued and eager for more. He was regretting uncovering the final secret.  It had come at a price he had not anticipated. 
 
    Now he had nothing left but a broken dear friend. He needed to fix that.  
 
    He turned back to her notes, a trickle of sweat replacing the tears; the sweat that results from fear and uncertainty.  
 
    To trepan or not to trepan? That was the urgent question at hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Bore Holes 
 
      
 
    “Kelly, I’m finished,” William said, tapping her on the shoulder. 
 
    She stirred like a bear coming out of hibernation, yawning and stretching her arms overhead. She rubbed her puffy eyes. “Well. What did you think?”  
 
     “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this nonsense but I’ll do it. You need somebody near if this goes wrong.” He adjusted his rounded spectacles with shaking hands. 
 
    She pursed her lips and tugged at his goatee. “That’s the spirit. Don’t worry. People have been drilling holes in their heads since the cave man days.” 
 
    “Hardly reassuring,” he said, taking the Hello Kitty duffle bag and motioning for her to take a seat in the reclining chair. “You’re going to owe me big time.” 
 
    She seated herself and he tilted the chair back, standing behind her. He always kept a bottle of Woodford Reserve on hand to help whittle away the many sleepless nights he spent at Inkenstein. Today he needed it for courage. He pulled the flask from his hip pocket and took several swigs. He offered Kelly the bottle. 
 
    “You’ll want it for the pain.”  
 
    “No need. I popped a couple morphine pills while you weren’t looking.” 
 
    Morphine? He remembered that had been one of the first secrets she had shared with him. She always carried around the container of pills stolen from hospice after her mother’s passing. 
 
    He retrieved the equipment from the bag. “What’s the scalpel for?” 
 
    “Don’t know really. I just want to do it the way Apostle Peter did. He cut a T shape on his scalp before drilling. Didn’t you read about that? It was in the info I gave you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. It just doesn’t seem relevant.” 
 
     “Well, I’m hoping Apostle Peter knew something about piercing through, something we don’t.” 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t agree. Nothing in his reading suggested Peter Halvorson performed the trepanation in an attempt to pierce through. He had performed the unorthodox procedure in hope of relieving an intense period of debilitating depression. The connection the piercing enthusiasts made between trepanning and piercing through remained a far stretch of the imagination from William’s point of view.   
 
    He fetched a pair of scissors and a straight edge razor from the supply drawer. He always shaved the area designated for the tattoo. He wanted a smooth surface on which to work his magic. 
 
    The scissors he used to snip big chunks out of her pageboy eggplant hair. He cut it as close to the scalp as possible, using the straight edge to remove the rest. 
 
    “How do I look bald?”  
 
    “Beautiful as always,” he said, rinsing her head free from stray hairs. He bit his lower lip and picked up the scalpel. Fear wrenched his gut and he hesitated.  
 
    He wanted to refuse, but knew it would do no good. Kelly typified impetuous youth, and driven by such impetuousness, she would perform the trepanation herself if he chickened out.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he gathered his wits and hoped he remembered enough from his reading not to make any crucial mistakes. He made the T incision she desired and gasped.  He had forgotten how much surface blood the head contained. A profuse river of blood streamed down the back of her bare skull and down her neck  
 
    “I can stop here,” he suggested, placing a towel at the base of her neck. 
 
    “Hell no. I’m going to break through. I can feel it. Keep going.” 
 
    He flinched and picked up the drill. Nausea twisted his guts into a pretzel. Squeezing the trigger, he bore down on her head.  
 
    As a kid he hated the sound the dentist drill made on his teeth. This sounded ten times worse and the smell of the friction between bone and drill intensified his disgust. However, the blood was the clincher. The amount was staggering, like a slaughter house scene from a PETA video.  
 
    “You still with me?”  
 
     “Fine-dandy-a okay.” Either the pain or morphine induced euphoria hampered her lingual skills, her words hushed and slurred. “Keep-going.”  
 
    William paused, wiping blood off his lenses. “You sound funny. Can you open your eyes for me?” 
 
    She did, although it took her a few seconds to do so, her gaze unfocused. Her eyes rolled like marbles in their sockets.  
 
    “Don’t. Stop. Now. Silly. Willy.” She attempted a smile that fell short of its intention to reassure. 
 
    William sighed and kept drilling until the bit gave way, penetrating the cranium. There followed a foreboding slurp sound.  
 
    Instead of the anticipated fountain of blood, he felt a quick flush as some sort of thermal energy escaped. The author of Bore Hole had described this phenomenon as the release of air bubbles trapped under the skull. 
 
    The escaping power filled the parlor, casting an invisible blanket that darkened the room. Air bubbles? How could air bubbles possibly turn day to dusk? He felt a prickling of his neck hairs and a shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “You’re officially trepanned.” 
 
    Kelly motioned her hand as if to summon William. He bent his knees and looked at her face. She cupped his jaw in her palm. 
 
    “Not. There. Yet.” She struggled to get the words out. They sounded distant and frail. Her eyes focused on everything but his face.  “One. More.”  
 
    “Okay, but we got to hurry. Something’s not right.”  He noticed the room settling into deeper darkness as if someone slowly turned down a dimmer switch. Flashes of static caused the air to quiver like heat off of hot asphalt. 
 
    William swallowed and returned to the task. Having drilled the first perforation, he felt a little more confident.  
 
    Halfway through the second bore hole, he paused. The multiple tattoos inked on his arms, legs, back and torso itched. He gnashed his teeth and hefted the drill. He felt an intense desire to get the job done fast.  
 
    Pushing down on the drill, he pierced through the cranium a second time and another rush of energy let loose. The light in the shop virtually vanished, causing twilight in the middle of the afternoon.   
 
    Dear Jesus. What was happening?   
 
    He felt the need to flee, to put this insane scene as far behind him as possible. Too late. Events had already been put into action. He needed to see this to its end. For Kelly’s sake.  
 
    “We’re finished,” he said, dropping the drill. He dabbed at the wounds with a towel and wiped glistening blood off her bald cranium. “Kelly. How are you doing?” 
 
    No answer. He feared he had punctured her brain.  
 
    His heart beat triple tempo. He studied the tattoo parlor; the air tumultuous and undulating like waves on a stormy sea. Two black spots began to congeal a few feet in front of Kelly. 
 
    Having already been exposed to black magic tattoos, extraction rituals and the Shanghai ghosts it became easy for William to speculate on the nature of the two black spots hovering in the air. What if the two materializing globs were dark angels of death come to whisk her away to the netherworld?  
 
    He tapped her on the shoulder, again fearing he had killed her. Her head jerked and she moaned. Good. She was still alive. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem. We’ve got to leave. Something is here. Are you with me?” 
 
    She moaned again, but remained slumped in the chair. He moved to face her and gave her a vigorous shake. 
 
    “Come on, kiddo. We really have to go.”  
 
    Something brushed William’s arm from behind, a cold whisper of a touch that made his Ouroboros tattoo jump. He shared his tat’s dread, afraid to look. The wispy touch came again, insistent. 
 
    He slowly inched his head around. He had no answers for what he witnessed. The dark globs had resolved into vague human shapes, their inky blackness replaced with an incandescent glow and a static that buzzed in orbs shaped like eyes. 
 
    He remembered a documentary on the National Geographic channel of a Papua New Guinea tribe that set no boundaries when it came to body modification. The program revealed tribesmen and tribeswomen sporting earrings, nose rings, tongue studs and hundreds of piercings covering their entire flesh. 
 
    However, not the NatGeo show or anything else could have prepared him for the horror that stood before him. The two creatures’ modifications were the most extreme William had ever set eyes upon. Even the atrocities at Sodom’s Sideshow paled in comparison.  
 
    Every centimeter of flesh from head to toe sported studs, captive bead rings, barbells and plugs. From most of the rings hung chains varying in length from three to six inches, each ending in a jagged hook. Tiny pieces of mottled flesh hung from the hooks like bait on the end of a fishing line. The stench of rotting meat overwhelmed the air.  
 
    He fought the urge to run. Straightening to full stature, he faced the unnatural beings, defensively positioning himself in front of Kelly.  
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    “The girl,” the closest wraith said, its vocals scratchy and tinny like old LP recordings played back on a 1925 Victrola.  
 
    “You can’t have her.” 
 
    “Oh yes we can. She summoned. We came. We do not intend to go back empty handed.”  
 
    The second speaker stepped closer and the putrid smell from the dangling chunks of meat forced William to take a step backwards. His legs hit the reclining chair and he fell into Kelly’s lap. 
 
    The two pierced specters converged on William, their flimsy wraithlike hands grabbing him and throwing him across the room. He crashed into an equipment table, sending needles, ink guns and jars of disinfectant to the floor. 
 
    Dazed, he stared through the preternatural twilight. The turbulent air made it difficult to discern the next sequence of events.  
 
    It looked as if the pierced wraiths swirled around Kelly’s slouched figure, their velocity increasing with each revolution. As they circled the chair, their luminescence began to flicker like fireflies on a summer night. 
 
    William stumbled to his feet, fighting the onset of vertigo. Shaking his head, he took a step forward. Before he could formulate a plan of action, the flickering stopped. Shadows returned. He strained to see beyond the murky air to the chair, but to no avail. 
 
    He broke into a run. The chair sat empty; no signs of pierced wraiths or Kelly. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “No. This can’t be happening.”  
 
    The twilight lifted, returning the tattoo shop to the natural gray of a late Portland autumn afternoon. Even so, the emerging light did not reveal Kelly’s presence. She had vanished with the pierced freaks, and William had nobody to blame but himself. 
 
    He shuffled to the desk and flopped into the chair. He pulled out the Woodford Reserve flask and drained it in three large gulps. 
 
    Kelly’s little trepanning trick worked. Her disappearance confirmed it. She had pierced through. He had no idea what would happen next.  
 
    Heart heavy with regret, he leaned back in his chair, enjoyed the numbing sensation from the whiskey and waited. At the moment he could do nothing more than wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Into The Shadowed Forest 
 
      
 
    Kelly stirred. Sharp pain from two fixed areas on her skull brought her mind into focus. She remembered the sound of the drill as it bore into her cranium with a shrill buzz and the stench of metal on bone.  
 
    Before slipping into total unconsciousness she recalled seeing a strange display of fluorescent shapes swirling around her head. She had glimpsed odd piercings, short chains with hooks and the oddest eyes. The lifeless orbs contained no pupils. Instead, they emitted a white radiance that danced with tiny black dots. It reminded her of staring into static on a television screen. Moments later she had slipped into oblivion, not feeling afraid, but rather comforted by her self-fulfilled prophecy. 
 
    The comfort gave way to unease as she swam upward out of the grogginess and opened her eyes. Nothing but black met her vision. 
 
    “William?” Her voice sounded like a pip with no resonance, swallowed by darkness too thick to allow the travel of sound. The dark felt stuffed, almost smothering.  
 
    “William?” she called again, her open eyes not able to fix on anything but inky shadow. “William, what happened?” 
 
    Her voice sounded like a bird chirping under water, distorted and lacking substance. A reply came her way, but died before it reached her ears, as if a gust of wind caught it and slapped it in a different direction. The sound came again.  
 
    She listened harder and this time she could make out a faint moan, or rather a series of moans. As her ears adjusted to the thick air, she perceived groaning and crying from all points of the compass. She concentrated hard to hear the muted voices, straining as if she was trying to catch the last reverberation of an echo.  
 
    A flash of insight brought with it a stabbing twinge of fright. She realized she no longer sat in the chair at Inkenstein. She had been transported elsewhere and that realization came with a price, the price of suspecting she had been cheated, or more aptly, tricked. 
 
    This couldn’t be the result of piercing through, could it? She had wagered that piercing through would offer more than a simple escape from the world where her stepfather had locked her in his sexual radar. Secretly she had longed for some kind of miracle, perhaps a transformation of sorts. Even something as sappy as the Garden of Eden would be preferable to this suffocating dark and its unnerving choir of anguish.  
 
    Not knowing what course to take, and hindered by the dark, she attempted to assess the situation. First, her wounds. What if the bore holes still bled? She reached up but her hand stopped a few inches short of her head. She tried again. The same result. She vigorously shook her arms and heard the sound of rattling metal.  
 
    No way. This can’t be happening.  
 
    She tried to take a step, but her right leg, fixed in an awkward position, only moved a few inches before it met resistance like a dog reaching the end of his leash. Like that dog, she appeared to be tethered by chains. However, the chains were not attached to her through collars or cuffs. Rather, they ended with something sharp that dug into the deep tissue of her flesh, perhaps hooks or sharpened plugs.  
 
    The chains did not hamper only her arms and legs. Every body part, no matter how small or insignificant, met restraint. Chains and hooks linked her forefinger to her middle finger. Chains ran from one inner thigh to its opposite.  Chains ran from the bottom of her chin to the fleshy area just below both sides of her clavicle. Chains ran from forearm to chest, from nipples to navel, from lips to earlobes, from the upper spinal region to the sides of her cheeks, from the lower part of her calves to the back of her knees; every part of her anatomy linked to another part. 
 
    It dawned on her that whoever had done this had done so with the intent of making her hold a certain position. The chains limited her movements to mere inches no matter what direction she tried and no matter what part of her body she attempted to move.  
 
    She had once suffered through a yoga class at the behest of Trish. She knew this position; the cat pose which was performed on one’s hands and knees. In yoga it helped relieve tension and stress. However, in her current circumstance it produced the opposite effect, creating fear and apprehension.  
 
    Refusing to remain tethered like a pet, Kelly tested the strength of the chains. She thrust her forearm away from her body. The multiple chains linking her forearm to her chest tightened with a fierce tug. Pain ravished her nerves like gloating demons. It would take one mighty heave to tear her arm free. The pain would be significant.  
 
    For now she would bide her time, sit in her crouched position in the clogging darkness and hope for a clearer plan.  
 
    What had she done, not only to herself but to William? 
 
    She had treated him like dirt. He was, and always would be a tattoo purist. She had coaxed him into performing the trepanation even though it betrayed every principle he stood for. Because of that, she knew he suffered too. She pictured him enduring another night of insomnia at Inkenstein, wondering what his actions had cost her.  
 
    “Oh Willy, I’m alive. I wish I could at the very least let you know that.” She spoke her thoughts even though she knew William was nowhere near this bizarre darkness.  
 
    A pillar of light stirred in the dark. Although the chains held her head in a downward angle, she had a few inches of freedom to turn to the side, providing her with a good view of the emerging radiance.  
 
    In fact, several illuminating pillars floated closer, filling the black void like stars in a newly formed galaxy. It afforded Kelly the opportunity to see her surroundings. What she saw more than disheartened her. It plunged her straight into the icy depths of despair. 
 
    She had never bonded with religious doctrine; the concepts of heaven and hell a glove only worn by the mindless masses. Now she had second thoughts.  
 
    From her perspective it looked as if Hell had created a new version of the game Twister. An intricate confusion of links, chains and hooks held thousands of naked bodies together like a tower or wall of human flesh. As far as she could see in every direction there were configurations of bodies chained to each other in various poses. 
 
    As the floating lights neared, the bodies forming the tower stirred. The cries and moans, interspersed with the rattling of chains, fought to reach Kelly’s ears through the thick muddled air. 
 
    A woman descended from above, using the chains and bodies as a ladder. A white robe covered her nakedness. She scrambled down the tower too fast, scrabbling for purchase. One of her hands slid off a length of chain. She slipped to the side, her chest bouncing off the back of a squatting man before she hurtled out into the empty space. 
 
    Gasping, Kelly watched the body fall towards her. The woman’s mouth opened but her scream became a faint whisper in the oppressive air.  
 
    Kelly had been rooting for the woman’s escape and felt a poignant sadness as the dark swallowed her plummeting body.  
 
    More movement above drew her attention. Another figure climbed down the intricate network of chains and bodies. Like the lady who had just fallen to her death, this person wore a robe, not white but dark. He moved down the human ladder with an ease the previous woman lacked. His confident hold carried him swiftly and safely in her direction. 
 
    Guessing the man to be within earshot, she shouted, “Hey. Take me with you.” Even though she raised her voice, the words rebounded off the thick atmosphere, muted and dull. 
 
    The man must not have heard, not even looking her way as he used her hunched back like a rung on a ladder and lowered himself onto the chains below her. 
 
    She made a second attempt, screaming so loud she feared her lungs would tear. The man paused and popped his head back into view, looking her straight in the face. He had a bald head and slanted eyes. Even though the flowing robe covered most of his body she could see strange symbols emitting a faint luminescence where his sleeves had rolled up. The clean white glow gave the marks a magical quality like Elf runes. She had seen her share of tattoos hanging around Inkenstein, but nothing like these. 
 
    More symbols decorated his cheeks and cranium. Some of them looked like representations of animals; monkeys, panthers and spiders, every one of them lit by the gentle magical glow. She had a hunch the luminescent markings covered his entire body; a true illustrated man. 
 
    His face exuded the calmness of someone in control. Kelly felt an immediate bond.  
 
    “Please. Don’t leave me here.” She screamed at the top of her lungs, determined to get her message through the muddled air. 
 
    The robed man frowned, as if wrestling with a decision.  He smiled, patted the top of her head and dropped out of sight. 
 
    “Come back!” Kelly yelled, but the clogged air beat her voice down to a murmur. She cried, the dark swallowing her sobs as greedily as it did all other sounds.  
 
    The pillars of light gained closer proximity to the bizarre tower of human flesh. The closer they came, the more they resembled celestial entities.  
 
    Angels? She hoped so. Again her mind, faced with the unexplainable, fell back on religious dogma. It made sense. In traumatic situations the mind had to compete with panic and fear to form some sort of rational thought. The prevalence of religion in society made its concepts easy to latch onto in the presence of immediate danger. There truly are no atheists in the foxhole.  
 
    One of the celestial entities floated within Kelly’s reach. She got a good glimpse and realized she had made a drastic mistake. Not an angel by any stretch of the imagination. The thousands of piercings and short lengths of chains filled her with dread. The horrible television static eyes stared straight through her own eyes into her mind.  The buzzing scrubbed her brain, stripping away her volition.  
 
    The din in her head subsided as the pierced being left her vicinity, imposing its mind control on the next chained victim.  
 
    After finishing their rounds, the floating wraiths winked out like dying stars. She was glad to be rid of their ominous presence. 
 
    Kelly’s muscles cramped from lack of mobility. The clogging dark made each lungful of air feel as if she had swallowed an invisible fist.  
 
    She found herself employing the same survival mechanism that had worked in her former reality, the one filled with empty holes left by a dearly departed mother and scars from the abusive ogre stepfather. She was a pro at numbing her mind and now it helped her cope with the irrationality of this strange new world. 
 
    Some escape this turned out to be. 
 
    Apostle Peter, trepanation and piercing through all seemed like a big joke now.  
 
    She wanted a redo, but she had a feeling the pierced wraiths were not in the habit of bargaining.  
 
    Another episode of fluorescent light interrupted her troubled thoughts. The bodies on the chains stirred, coming to life like bees awakened by an infiltrator in the hive.  
 
    Once again, after minutes of imposed static mind control, the glowing pierced wraiths either blinked out of existence or faded from sight. The same suffocating darkness returned in force.  
 
    More time elapsed. Kelly discovered that the perpetual dark rendered time irrelevant. She had no way to measure its flow; no sunrises or sunsets to mark the beginning or end of a day.  
 
    One endless moment bled into the next without anything to break up the monotony except periodic visits from the pierced wraiths and their mind invading static stares. 
 
    For the average person Kelly’s suffering would be unbearable, but she had lived through several tragedies already, and had learned the benefits of being numb. Her mother’s untimely death, her father’s abuse; all of it she survived by adding one layer of numbness on top of another, the way you would layer clothing to survive a brutal winter evening.  
 
    So she managed to endure her imprisonment on the wall of human flesh by wrapping herself in a thick cocoon of apathy until the moment the robed stranger reappeared.   
 
    She awoke from a stupor to a soft glow a few inches in front of her face.  Still dazed, she tried to turn, desiring to wrap her body around the alluring radiance, but the chains reasserted themselves with a painful tug. Kelly huffed. How long were they going to make her suffer on her hands and knees like a lowly four legged animal? 
 
    The comforting glow bent forward and spoke directly into her ear. It was the clearest stream of words she had heard since entering the muddled darkness. 
 
    “Here, eat this quickly. We must hurry.” 
 
    Straining through light deprived eyes her vision landed on the robed form of the monk. The monkey symbol on his cheek gave off a soft inviting light. He pushed a leafy substance towards her mouth. 
 
    “Go on eat it. You’ll need it.” 
 
    Under more normal circumstances her cynical mind would have suspected poison. All things considered, however, being poisoned would at least offer an end to the infinite darkness and solitude.  
 
    She parted her lips and chomped down on the leaves. Her mouth tingled as a bitter ooze coated her tongue. She swallowed. In seconds a tingling erupted over her entire body. 
 
    “Do you feel it?” the monk asked, his smile as radiant as his facial markings. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Without delay, he grabbed a handful of chains and yanked. Kelly screamed in anticipation of the excruciating pain. She could feel the movement of the hooks as they slid through her tissue and broke through her skin but the pain never materialized. The tingling sensation buffered the agony she should have been experiencing. 
 
    She looked into the robed monk’s almond shaped eyes. He assured her with an abrupt nod and yanked out another handful of chains and hooks. The leafy analgesic worked like a charm. No pain and very little blood. 
 
    The monk loosed her from a lengthy series of links running into the prone body suspended above her. Once free of the support, she dropped onto the figure below, who had been fastened to the tower in a fetal position.  
 
    The dozing man registered her fall with a groan. He curled tighter into himself but made no further protests. She sat on him and started flexing her stiff muscles, releasing their cumulative knots and tension while the monk worked on freeing the rest of her body.   
 
    Tossing aside the final chain, the monk bent close and again spoke into her ear. “Put this on and start climbing down as fast as you can.” 
 
    She wrapped a white terry cloth robe around her body. She held onto the man below her and lowered herself onto a section of interlaced chain that provided a good hold. She scampered down like a spider traversing a web.  
 
    The glowing symbols on the monk’s face produced enough light for Kelly to make good time. However, she exercised caution, not wanting to make the same mistake as the earlier woman. A lump still formed in her throat every time she thought of the unfortunate fall from the tower. 
 
    Kelly was fast, but the pierced wraiths were equally so. They emerged out of the inky blackness, their celestial glow filling the void like stars in the Milky Way.  
 
    She had witnessed this scene before. Most of the wraiths would converge on the tower of bodies, drilling their television static into the captives’ brains. The remaining few would take pursuit. They weren’t about to lose a prisoner without a fight. 
 
    Sure enough, a cluster of pierced wraiths descended towards her and her robed accomplice. Her heart thumped. Her mind temporarily froze, immobilizing her the way a glitch freezes a computer program. 
 
    The monk screamed something at her, but even at this short distance, the clogged air choked his words out of existence. She looked up at him, dumbfounded by fear. He grimaced and kicked her in the head with his sandaled foot. That cleared the glitch. She set off in motion again, quickening her pace. 
 
    She reached the ground. Bits of broken shale shifted under her bare feet. The sharp fragments cut into her soles, but the analgesic continued to shelter her from any discomfort.  
 
    “Keep moving,” the monk said as he landed a few feet in front of her. His sandals slid in the loose shale. “Follow me.” 
 
    The monk’s words were as crisp and clear as if he had uttered them in an acoustic dome. The air on the ground seemed to have thinned, a sharp contrast to the clogged atmosphere on the tower. Uninhibited sound bounced all around, amplifying to near intolerable levels.  
 
    She covered her ears as the screams and howls from the human chain tower, no longer muted, blasted her eardrums like a sonic bomb. 
 
    He grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.” Again his words sounded like a shout even though he only spoke a whisper.  
 
    What level of Dante’s Inferno is this? Again, her mind, while trained to be agnostic, borrowed from religious references.  
 
    She managed to keep her footing as they skittered across the uneven surface. A putrid stench, like rotting compost, assailed her nostrils. She looked behind to see four pierced villains closing in, chunks of decomposing meat dangling from their hooks. She made a bizarre connection between others who had tried to escape and the bits of flesh hanging from the pierced bodies. The though made her squeamish.  
 
    “Run!” she screamed, forgetting about the sound amplification. 
 
    The monk flinched, grabbed his ears and dropped to his knees. 
 
    Dear Mary mother of Christos, had she imploded the man’s brain with her carelessly uttered shout? 
 
    She tapped his shoulder.  
 
    He waved his hand and replied in a hushed tone, “I’m fine. Keep moving.”  
 
    He jumped to his feet. She followed, noticing a slight trickle of blood seeping from his right ear canal. 
 
    She kept running, fearing to glance behind her. She could still smell the rotting meat. 
 
    Despite their frantic speed, they made it across the treacherous plain of loose shale without injury, arriving at a dark wall. The monk bent low to pick up a Coleman lantern. He lighted it and handed it over. 
 
    “Take this.” He spoke in the softest undertone to protect their vulnerable ears. “You’ll see a tunnel a few feet down. Don’t worry. You’re going to make it.” 
 
    She took the lantern. “Thanks. Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Klahan. Now, go. Please.” 
 
    She peeked over her shoulder. The floating wraiths approached. She had scant seconds left. “One thing, please. I need to know what this place is.”   
 
    The monk widened his eyes, irritated by her delay. “It has many names, many references. My people call it the Shadowed Forest.” 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    “No, you’re not dead. However, you are now tied to this place. Your release may only be short lived. If there are things you need to set right, do so quickly.” 
 
    She thanked Klahan one last time and followed the wall. In her haste she almost passed the tunnel, spotting its dark maw at the last second.  
 
    She paused at the opening, looking back. The monk stood his ground as the four wraiths made a tactical approach.   
 
    She said a silent prayer for him. She doubted her supplication would do the trick. It wasn’t as if she had been a devout religionist all her life and deserved to have her little plea answered. 
 
    As the wraiths came within striking distance, they extended their studded and barbell pierced arms like demonic shepherds desiring to gather the fold into their bosoms.  
 
    Kelly hoped Klahan had some way to fight. He did. A translucent bundle of energy propelled itself outward from the monk’s body towards the pierced specters. A trail of shimmering air connected the rudimentary form to the monk’s face like an ethereal umbilical cord.  
 
    The rising form resembled something simian. Kelly made a mental connection between the ascending energy and the monkey symbol glowing on the monk’s cheek?   
 
    The monk, his feet digging into the loose shale, spread his arms wide and thrust his face towards the black sky, allowing the wispy trail to unwind from his face like unraveling kite string. The translucent monkey form roared up in front of the four pierced pursuers. The wraiths retracted their extended arms and appeared to shrink back. 
 
    Not wanting to jeopardize her opportunity to escape, Kelly wished the monk luck and darted into the tunnel.  
 
    Any thoughts of making a quick escape from this dark dungeon were abolished soon after entering the passageway. The first hundred feet stopped at a wall made of the same shale that formed the ground. Kelly pointed the Coleman lantern in all directions. No visible exit; a definite dead end.  
 
    Should the pierced wraiths battle their way through the monk she would be cornered. Desperate, she felt the wall with her free hand. Her fingers clawed and raked the shale. Nothing gave. 
 
    Despairing, she propped her back up against the barrier and slid to a sitting position, wiping sweat from her eyes. She felt trickles of blood soaking the inside of her terry cloth robe. Dark splotches began to show through like bullet wounds.  
 
    A flicker caught her eye like a few random frames from a celluloid film. The sensation came from her right. She looked and caught another flicker upon the empty shale wall. For a couple seconds she caught fragments of a scene beyond that quickly faded as if the reel in the projector had run its course. 
 
    She tried to conceptualize what she had glimpsed. A profusion of extravagant colors set against light colored wood? Large planes of glass defaced by graffiti? A large hulking green beast whose skin had been branded with colorful symbols? She knew these images, but couldn’t quite wrap her mind around them. 
 
    She waited for another revelatory flash from the invisible projector. When it came it offered her another quick explosion of images that again faded into the impenetrable black shale.  
 
    Kelly moved to the wall. She pushed her hands on the rough surface. It was as solid as granite and didn’t give an inch. 
 
    When the flickering returned, her hands fell forward as if the wall had disappeared.  She saw a blurred reproduction of her wrists and hands emerge on the other side. Her appendages stretched the skin of reality, bending the scene beyond like funhouse mirrors at a carnival.  
 
    Frightened, she attempted to pull her hands back but she acted too late. The visions slammed shut like a closing door.  She couldn’t move her arms. She was embedded up to her elbows in the solid wall, caught like a bear in a trap. 
 
    The clatter of loose shale drew her attention back towards the tunnel entrance. Wafts of putrescent meat assailed her nostrils. An eerie luminescence formed like radioactive fog. Static charge from black speckled eyes bore into her skin. A prickly sensation erupted across her entire body as if she was being poked by thousands of pins and needles.  
 
    Her mind screamed in panic. She refused to be taken back to that demented tower of human flesh. She pulled, but her hands stayed put.  
 
    Stuck, she watched the glowing wraiths float down the dark passage. 
 
    Her entire body buzzed with the invasive static. It penetrated her flesh like invisible maggots burrowing into her skin.  
 
    Approaching the verge of collapse, Kelly felt the solid wall start to give. The images of emblazoned wood and tagged planes of glass returned. She thought she saw a figure resting his head on the patterned wood.   
 
    Choosing not to face the wrath of the wraiths, she made an instant decision to thrust her body forward.  As if passing through molten glass, her body inched into the world waiting beyond.  The dark tunnel sealed itself behind her. 
 
    The flood of static energy instantly vanished from her body and mind. In its place a swirl of colors and patterns circled around her as if she viewed the world from a spinning merry-go-round.  
 
    The vertigo sensation gradually slowed to a halt and she found herself standing in a familiar room. She recognized the graffiti scrawl painted on the shop windows as well as the tattooed Frankenstein mascot. She smiled at the familiar tattoo flash on the maple wood desk. She smiled even bigger at the sleeping figure, his head hanging back over the top of the chair, his arms dangling over the armrests.  
 
    Silly Willy.  
 
    She had never been so happy to see him. She burst into tears of relief, holding her hand to her mouth to stifle the sobs. He looked so peaceful. With his periods of sleep being so infrequent and troubled she decided not to wake him.  
 
    “Nice jerk off shirt,” she said under her breath. His current T-shirt read Welcome To America. We Speak English Here. Although she didn’t agree with the sentiment, she was glad that in her absence his taste for conservative slogans hadn’t changed.  
 
    She noticed drops of blood spilling from the bottom of her robe onto the floor. She needed medical attention even though the analgesic still numbed the pain. William’s cell phone rested on the desk next to his French styled glasses. She grabbed the Motorolla and opened the front door. The entrance bell jingled but didn’t disturb his sleep.  
 
    Outside, predawn light competed with the orange fuzz of the streetlights. She dialed 911 and described to the operator the details of her emergency. 
 
    After being assured that help was on the way, Kelly collapsed under the large Inkenstein logo. 
 
    As her thoughts receded, she remembered a passage from Justin Vandermeer’s AA tract. Funny how she remembered so much from that quirky piece of literature. It quoted a scripture from Revelations, something about washing their robes and making them white in the blood of the lamb. She looked at her robe; definitely stained red, not white.  
 
    Guess it’s not the blood of the lamb. With that humorous thought roaming her mind, the blood loss and exhaustion collected their toll and she passed out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Inadequacies 
 
      
 
    The sound of pounding fists forced William out of a peaceful sleep. In his dream the black magic tattoos had been gallivanting across the landscape of his skin, engaging in little soirees while he slept.  
 
    Who the hell wanted to get inked at this god forsaken hour? He blinked his eyes and grabbed his glasses. Where was his phone? Even more strange; a Coleman lantern sat on the floor surrounded by dark splotches. He rubbed a finger through the dark stains and sniffed it; coppery, like blood. He self-examined his body but found no visible wounds. 
 
    Missing cell phone, splashes of blood, a Coleman lantern; all clues to a mystery his sleep befuddled mind couldn’t solve. He didn’t recall having any visitors last night. 
 
    William’s vision focused on the front of the shop. A police officer pounded his fists on the glass window. 
 
    William opened the unlocked door. “Morning officer, how can I help you?” 
 
    A small crowd had gathered in the early morning hours, drawn to the commotion like jackals to a hunt. William spotted Lorenzo Shaefer among them. The owner of Fashion Tattoos & Piercings wore a smug look on his face as if he had finally caught William holding a smoking gun. Two officers examined the concrete just below the Inkenstein logo. 
 
    “You been here all night?” The officer’s baritone voice complimented his solid muscular body. Both lent him an air of strength and authority. “Notice anything strange this morning?”  
 
    “No. What happened?” 
 
    By way of reply, the officer tossed an object toward William. Reflexively, he caught it. “That your cell phone?” 
 
    William caught it and flipped it open. He nodded, fidgeting with his glasses. 
 
    “How come the girl we found outside your shop had it on her?”  
 
    William shrugged. “Don’t know. Where’s the girl now?” 
 
    “Ambulance took her away about a half-hour ago.” 
 
    Ambulance? He hadn’t heard any sirens. His pulsing headache and the empty flask of Woodford Reserve on his desktop provided good clues as to why. 
 
    “Is she bad off?” 
 
    “She’ll live, if that’s what you’re asking.” The officer fixed William with an icy glare and turned to the spot where the other two cops worked. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    William joined the officer and looked down at a large pool of drying blood. 
 
    “Dear god, you sure she’s all right?” 
 
    The officer tipped his hat. “Why don’t you start by telling me who she is.” 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me.” 
 
    The officer’s icy glare intensified, becoming glacial. “Don’t smart talk me. She had your phone. Was she a customer? Did you give her one of her hundreds of piercings?” 
 
    “I don’t pierce.” 
 
    “Whatever, man. Look. I don’t think you realize how serious this is. Who was in your shop last night, buddy?” 
 
    William grasped for an answer, but failed. He stared at the cop. From down the sidewalk, he saw Lorenzo motion with his hands. 
 
    “It was Kelly, wasn’t it?” Lorenzo shouted. “What were you and your little perv friend up to? Busted.”    
 
    “Get lost, Lorenzo.” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” the officer said, directing William’s attention back to himself. “Okay. Here’s what we know. Some girl used your cell to place a 911 call. They found her right here at this spot bleeding from hundreds of small wounds. Nearly every inch of her body bled, as if somebody had yanked out a bunch of her piercings.” 
 
    “You keep mentioning piercings.” 
 
    “Yeah. All over her body. Hundreds of them. Young girl, too. I’d never let my daughter get away with that. Hey, what’s wrong? You don’t look well.” 
 
    “Nothing. Just a little hung over. What did she look like?” 
 
    “Frail. Barely over a hundred pounds. Short fuzzy hair, practically bald. Probably brown, but it was hard to tell with all that blood.”  
 
    Weeks had passed since Kelly had vanished, but somebody had entered the tat shop last night. According to the cop the person had brown hair.  Kelly’s hair had been dyed eggplant purple before he had shaved it. For all he knew her natural color could have been blonde, black, red or even brown.   
 
    “What hospital did they take her to?” 
 
    “Sorry. That’s privileged information at the moment. We’re still investigating.” 
 
    “Can you take me there?” 
 
    “Why? Now you think you know this girl?” 
 
    William did want to see if the girl was Kelly. Not knowing how much suspicion he was under he decided not to give the policeman anything that could be misread as self-incriminating. “No. Definitely not. I don’t know her. So am I a suspect or what?” 
 
    The stout officer handed William a business card with contact information. “Not at the moment. If you happen to recover from your alcohol amnesia and remember anything unusual about last night give me a ring. I’m sure we’ll be in touch. Later.” 
 
    William flipped Lorenzo off as he went back inside Inkenstein, locking the door. He tried not to foster the glimmer of hope gathering momentum in his heart. He considered phoning every hospital in town. He didn't, though, figuring the time consuming process would turn into a dead end. Being the victim of a crime, they wouldn’t readily divulge information on their patient.  
 
    In the past, before Kelly had pierced through, William had fooled himself into thinking of her as just a friend. In her absence, however, that fondness had evolved into more, much more. As the weeks passed, and her disappearance seemed increasingly likely to be permanent rather than temporary, a stone weight of guilt had dropped onto his shoulders. 
 
    Therefore, any hint of hope, should it fail to materialize, would add to the stone weight and crush him out of existence. No. The girl was not Kelly. He couldn’t afford to think otherwise.   
 
    To distract his faltering mind, he became absorbed in straightening the shop. He locked the mysterious lantern in a supply closet, fetched a bucket and brush and began scrubbing away the blood stains on the floorboards. He worked at them until he broke out in a sweat. Satisfied with the results, he took his exhausted body up front and collapsed on the customer bench. 
 
    He tried to force sleep, but his agitated mind did not allow it. He reached to the side and grabbed a magazine off the coffee table. Advertise The Paradise, published by Adonai’s Attestants; the funny little brochure Kelly had given him. What was it she had wanted him to notice? The artwork? He perused the contents finding nothing appealing about the religious clichés within. He let the spiritual propaganda fall to his chest, removed his glasses and rubbed fatigued eyes. 
 
    This time sleep did rise up to claim him and he welcomed its fuzzy embrace.  
 
    His rest proved short lived. He awoke to a sudden onslaught of fear. He tried opening eyes that refused to open. He tried lifting arms that felt like concrete blocks. He tried turning his head, but it refused, locked by an invisible vice. The suffocating weight on his chest imparted so much pressure he fully expected to asphyxiate.   
 
    He knew this, had explained the phenomenon to Kelly. The Sleep Crusher. He had one of its many incarnations tattooed on his back.  Had the Scandinavian Mara wraith come to life? If so, it was both good and bad. Good, because one of his magical tats had finally sparked to life. Bad, because the malignant creature would squeeze every pocket of air out of his body if he didn’t find a way to catapult her off his chest. 
 
    No matter how much he willed his body into motion he remained in a state of paralysis. The pressure increased. Despair mounted. His ribs felt close to snapping, his lungs close to collapsing. 
 
    Then it was over; up and gone like the last trace of smoke from a brush fire.   
 
    He worked his legs to the side of the bench and sat up. He sucked in the stale air of the shop. As soon as he caught his breath he ran to the mirror in the bathroom and pulled off his T-shirt. He looked over his shoulder at the reflection.  
 
    The familiar subtle corn silk strokes comprising the hair and the contrasting vibrant blue eyes reflected back at his eager gaze. The Mara held firm, as entrenched as ever in the canvass between his shoulder blades. No tell-tale signs revealed that she had recently exercised any life beyond the limits of his skin. 
 
    Good and bad. Relief and disappointment.  
 
    He willed his eyes to slide over the rest of his inked skin, looking for any signs of life. The naked incandescent bulb above the mirror supplied dim light, enough for him to confirm that nothing had changed. The Ouroboros still sat on his forearm. Mother Mary remained on his bicep and so on with all his ink. The Komodo dragon skin on his neck, the Grim Reaper above his navel, the death’s head skull on his calf, not a single sign that the blood infused ink contained any power.   
 
    Feeling the emptiness of impotence, William shuffled to the front of the shop. He turned on the fluorescent lights, unlocked the door and displayed the open sign. He hoped a flood of weekend business would improve his mood. 
 
    Days passed with no word from the cops. In William’s mind that could only mean one thing; the injured girl had not been Kelly. If it had been, his connection to the crime would stand out like a tramp stamp on a nun and they would have initiated some form of interrogation.   
 
    Rain tapped on the glass, running in sheets that blurred the scrawling graffiti art and the Inkenstein logo on the front windows. November had brought with it the first serious stretch of moisture and the constant downpour drove people from the outdoors into Portland’s plethora of businesses. William benefited, his tattoo enterprise thriving in recent weeks. 
 
    However, pockets full of money did little to ease his troubles. Increased insomnia plagued him. Any troubled sleep he managed would end with another visit from the Sleep Crusher. He still blamed the Mara tat, but failed to find any concrete evidence of her involvement. 
 
    Lately, the ink on his body aggravated his skin, causing it to itch as it had when the static-eyed wraiths had claimed Kelly. He kept viewing it as a sign something significant would transpire, but his tats still refused to exhibit any life.  
 
    At one point he had tried to mentally breathe life into them, willing them into animation the way God had done with Adam. They refused to accept the curse of existence. Wise, perhaps, considering how it had turned out for Adam. 
 
    As long as the tattoos remained dormant, Kelly’s disappearance would wear on his emotions like sandpaper on paint. Often, to relieve the torment of guilt, he imagined following her in an attempt to bring her back.  
 
    The problem with that was he only knew one way to follow her path and he couldn’t muster enough courage to summon the wraiths. He would make a move when he was ready, and being ready meant unlocking the secrets of the black magic tattoos covering his body. 
 
    William folded his hands on the illustrated desk, fixed his Mother Mary tattoo with an adamant stare and hoped she could come up with a miracle or two.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Signs Of Life 
 
      
 
    Another week passed with no word from Kelly.  The thin structure of hope that her absence would be temporary started to deteriorate one brick at a time.   
 
    As William sat in the ink parlor, shivering from the cool late November evening, he mulled over the decisions facing him. He could continue to let the remorse crush him into a shadow of the stable man he used to be, or he could try to redeem himself by getting Kelly back.  
 
    Getting her back involved a commitment to the very act he found repulsive. Kelly had deemed it the ultimate piercing; trepanation. All his life he suffered an aversion to anything that penetrated the flesh. He tolerated tattoo needles only for the beautiful work of art that would display its glory until the passing on of the body. Of course, black magic also figured in.  
 
    On the other hand, the studs, barbells and closed captive rings used in the piercing field were not expressions of art, but rather a masochistic way of taking your inner pain and giving it some physical, outward manifestation. It had been that way in Kelly’s case. After each painful event of her young life she endured another piercing, her way of saying to her peers, "Look how screwed up my world is". William made no room for such self-pity in his domain. 
 
    Nevertheless, he found himself on the verge of committing the repugnant act of drilling holes into his head. He had to, as much for his sake as Kelly’s.  The crux of the matter was he loved her.  As his hope for her return faded, the more his love intensified. How could he face the accusation of that love while sitting back and doing nothing?  
 
    Another thought kept lobbying for his attention. He dreamed it every night. It involved taking a knife to Kelly’s dad, or a gun and watching him die a slow and horrendous death. He deserved it, every drop of spilled blood justified. However, that desire, made fertile in the subconscious of his dreams, wilted away when the Sleep Crusher overtook his mind and sent him into a state of paralytic panic. 
 
    By the time the Sleep Crusher released him, followed by the unnerving itch of his tattoos, the murder fantasy filed itself away in the farthest corners of his mind. His thoughts returned to the latent powers of his tattoos. Deciding to go after Kelly would be a cinch if he could only figure out how to unlock the magic of the mystical ink.  
 
    The pattern repeated itself every night; the dreams of murder, the crushing paralysis and the itching, dormant tats. It robbed him of sleep. It ushered him to the brink of insanity.  
 
    Not knowing how many more such nights he could endure William decided to no longer use his impotent ink as an excuse. He had no way of knowing what the pierced wraiths were capable of. By now, they could have chopped Kelly into thousands of little pieces, adding to the collection of decomposing meat dangling from their hooks and chains. The thought revolted him.  
 
    No time for further delay. Biting his upper lip, he fetched the Hello Kitty duffle bag from the supply closet and looked up. The ceiling in the main work space of the shop, fifteen feet or more overhead, would be too high.  
 
    He carried the duffle bag into the cramped bathroom down the hallway. Glancing up at the eight foot sheet rock ceiling, he nodded his head and placed the bag on the sink. He pulled out the drill. 
 
    He hesitated. The odds of success were low. He could fail to pierce through and end up collapsing on the sink, his life bleeding out his perforated skull and down the drain.  
 
    Would that be so bad? Didn’t love demand he forfeit his life should the need arise? Weren’t most love stories thinly disguised tragedies? He loved her, and that love demanded action regardless of the consequences. 
 
     He planned to summon the pierced wraiths and demand they take him to Kelly. He needed to right his wrongs even though the very thought shimmied his guts. 
 
    How the hell did Peter what’s his face attach the drill to the ceiling?  
 
    He stood on the toilet and discovered that his head could reach the ceiling by standing on his tiptoes.  
 
     Fighting squeamish sensations, he lifted the drill to the sheet rock. How to affix the drill to the ceiling became the next obstacle. He thought of duct tape, or maybe some sort of brace.    
 
    A tinkling from the front entrance bell broke his reverie. 
 
    “Crap.” He climbed down from the toilet. He usually locked the front door after hours, but maybe in his haste to pierce through it had slipped his mind. He groaned at the prospect of facing another insistent customer. 
 
    “Shop’s closed buddy,” William called out as he made his way down the dark hallway.  
 
    No reply, only an awkward silence. 
 
    “Hey. No after hour inking, especially today. You hear me?” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    He cursed himself for failing to turn the lights on earlier. The switch was all the way near the front of the shop.  
 
    “Hello?” he said, still trying to solicit a response. He passed his desk, scanning the murky interior. “For Christ’s sake, what do you want?” 
 
    He bumped into the sanitation station. In that instant, fluorescent light erupted, stabbing his dilated pupils. He rapidly blinked his eyes and looked towards the entrance. 
 
    His visitor stood next to the light switch. 
 
    “Glad to see me?” 
 
    William gaped. “Kelly? Is it really you? Jesus Louisus, where have you been?” The sight of her brought with it a flood of relief. Self-trepanation was no longer on the agenda. 
 
    “Been places.” 
 
    She looked different. Her Goth Lolita attire looked edgier, darker. He fought the urge to comment on it but she caught his look. 
 
    “A refreshing change, don’t you think?” She executed a clumsy curtsy.  “No more pink petticoat, no more striped stockings. Just leather and chains, baby. Well, fake leather that is. Got to stay environmentally friendly, right Willy?”   
 
    Everything was faux leather; the boots, the skirt, the blouse and fingerless gloves. However, the oddest feature was her choice of accessories. Silver plated chains, four to six inches in length, dangled from various points along her blouse, skirt and boots. Thank god there were no hooks and no meat.  
 
    “Why chains?” he asked. The associations his mind made disturbed him. 
 
    “Just a way of commemorating what I’ve experienced. I’ve been through so much. So damn much.” 
 
    William continued to examine Kelly. She had always flaunted an edge and rawness lacking in her school peers, but it had always been balanced by the innocence of her youth. That had all been stripped away, leaving the human wreck that stood before him. She looked desperate and antsy as if the slightest disruption would cause her to bolt.  
 
    A bombardment of emotion battered his heart. He had questions, a multitude of them.  No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t put them to words. A wave of guilt rose up and he ended up sputtering and sobbing like a man nearly drowned. 
 
    He ran forward and threw himself into her arms. Deep sobs rocked his body. He smelled meat. He looked at the chains again. Nothing rotting there. 
 
    “Oh Kelly, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Silly Willy, don’t beat yourself up over this. I’ve seen glories and wonders few are privileged to see, or more accurately, endure. I’m the better for it.”  
 
    “How so?” He managed to force a couple words through his sobs.  
 
    She pulled away from him. She rubbed his goatee and pleaded for understanding with her piercing jade eyes. “I admit, piercing through wasn’t close to what I expected or hoped it to be. I don’t know how to explain it. The thing is I now have this knowledge, this firsthand experience of something beyond this blasé existence we’re all forced to swallow like some mind numbing pill. I’ve seen and experienced things that would make this society of corporate slaves, zombie students and clueless soccer moms cringe.” 
 
    His tide of guilt ebbed a little, leaving him in emotional limbo. She tried her best to project a confident and stable voice. There was, however, an undertone of abrasiveness that complimented her ruined condition. He didn’t know how to respond so he opted not to. 
 
    She filled the void by recounting all that had transpired after piercing through. The retelling flowed past her lips with casual ease as if she were describing a day at the beach. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” William said, interrupting the middle of her tale. “So that was you. When I saw the blood and lantern I thought I had gone mad. Why didn’t you wake me? You had the cops and I totally baffled.” 
 
    Kelly’s face drew up into itself like a turtle’s head retreating into its shell. “Don’t know, really. I guess I didn’t want to involve you any more than you already were. It worked itself out. They took me straight to Legacy Good Samaritan.  Doctors there were as good as gold.” 
 
    “Still, I could of…” 
 
    “I know, Willy. Forget about it for now. Let me finish telling you what happened.”  
 
    He drew silent and lent her his ears. Listening to the strange account filled him with wonder. He was tempted to dismiss her story as he would superstitious tales from a tribal chief. Certain elements of her recounting reminded him of the bits his mind still fought to reconcile about the afternoon she had pierced through. To this day his mind struggled to accept the implausible existence of those horrible floating wraiths with their hooks and rotting smells.  However, her words confirmed what he feared. They were real, and dangerous. 
 
    Another fragment of her tale caught his attention; the robed monk who had saved her from the living tower of flesh. He thought of the Chinese herbalist and his Thai monk friend. 
 
    “Did he give you a name, this man who saved you?” 
 
    “Yes.” She turned her head to one side, as if that basic movement would jog her memory. “Something Asian, no more like native American. You know how Indians call themselves Running Bull or Crazy Wolf. It was something similar.” 
 
    William laughed. “A monk with an Indian name. Really?” 
 
    “Oh. It’s on the tip of my tongue. It had to do with a hand. Yeah, that’s it. Claw Hand.” 
 
    He laughed harder. It felt good to lighten the mood. “Sounds more like a midnight creature feature at the Mission Theatre. Beware The Claw Hand.” 
 
    She cut loose a fit of giggles. “Stupid.” 
 
    William’s laughter came to a screeching halt. Claw Hand sounded very similar to Klahan. Could it be possible that Kelly’s hero was the same person he had witnessed undergoing the extraction ritual at Mister Chung’s shop? 
 
    The implications were too deep to uproot at the moment. Instead, he steered the conversation onto another matter. “So how are the holes I drilled in your head? I’ve been worried about them.” 
 
    “The least of my concerns now. They healed nicely. You can see two tiny indentations covered by skin. The doctor actually asked about it.” 
 
    “He did? What did you tell him?” 
 
    “Told him I was born that way.” 
 
    William chuckled, but he was hardly amused. His thoughts strayed back to his inadequacies, chief among them the inability to protect Kelly. He felt as if they both were being pulled into something they couldn’t fully understand. Try as he might, he just couldn’t weave the loose threads into a fabric that made sense.  
 
    There remained too many undercurrents to these events, undercurrents that threatened to sweep both of them away if he didn’t find a way to protect them. The means of protection lay on his inked skin.  
 
    “Willy, what’s wrong?” 
 
    He patted her head. “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re okay.”  
 
    “Am I really okay? Look at me.” She moved towards him, exhibiting nervousness like a prey animal.  Her movement stirred the air.  
 
    “My god, what is that?” he asked. A hideous stench like spoiled meat in summer sun penetrated his nostrils. He gagged, placing a hand over his mouth.  
 
    “Long story. I wanted to see you today for a lot of reasons, the smell being one of them. I almost didn’t come. I didn’t want to involve you further, but I’m running out of options. They’ll catch up to me any minute. They always do.” 
 
    “The pierced wraiths?” He escorted her to the bamboo chair.  
 
    “Pierced wraiths?” she repeated, scrunching down her left eyelid. “Yeah, whatever you want to call those freaks. They’re coming and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re here. You won’t believe it, but I was actually getting ready to pierce through myself.” 
 
    “To find me?”  
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    She sighed. “How sweet, but it’s too late. I’m finished one way or the other.” 
 
    William seated himself on the edge of his desk. “How so?” 
 
    “Can’t you smell me?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want...” 
 
    “Hey, watch it.” She rubbed the cropped brown hair on her head. “I can feel myself decomposing from the inside out. It started once I escaped. Sort of their insurance policy, I guess. I can keep running, but in the end I’ll simply rot away or become a zombie. I don’t know.” 
 
    William scratched the reptilian skin inked into his neck. “Holy mother Mary, that’s the damndest thing I’ve ever heard. You say these pierced wraiths are still pursuing you?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” 
 
    She grabbed the fuzzy hair at her temples, and looked at him with deep fatigue in her eyes. “I don’t know. I’m so tired of running. And I don’t know how long my flesh will hold up anyway. You’ve smelled it. My zombification is in full progress.” 
 
    “How much time do you think we have?” William rushed to the equipment tray 
 
    and picked up an ink gun. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. Every time I think I’ve escaped, they show up again. It’s as if we’re connected. After all, it was the trepanning that released them from my mind. I’m just as much a part of them as they are a part of me. They always hone in on my whereabouts.”  
 
    “Well I’ve got an idea.” He rummaged through his needle collection, taking note that several patches of his inked skin itched from a gently forming heat. “I’ve studied up on black magic tattoos. I think I can give you a defense against these jackasses. I’d like to give it a try.” 
 
    “Ah, you’ve finally found a reason to ink my skin, have you? After all the years I objected, and now look. You’ve finally got your wish.” 
 
    “I’m serious. This could work. Let’s hurry.” 
 
    “Fine. I really don’t have many options, do I?” She transferred herself to the reclining patient’s chair. 
 
    William had been saving the stolen vials from Mister Chung’s shop for the right occasion. He flicked on the lamp behind the chair and poured a few drops of blood into a black ink cap. He threaded a thin outlining needle through the four inch tube and hooked it to a prong on the machine. Scrunching up the sleeve of her leather blouse, he dipped the needle in the black ink and blood mixture. He pushed down on the foot pedal and the needle hummed to life. Tightly stretching the skin on her forearm, he began his masterpiece.  
 
    Every once in a while he stopped to rub or scratch an aggravated patch of his own skin. His tattoos tingled, burned, itched, and more so by the second. He glanced around the fluorescent lit shop and wondered how much time they had. 
 
    “So how is this going to save me?” she asked, keeping her eyes averted as if she did not want to witness the tragedy being done to her flesh. “A tat on my arm? This better do the trick or I’ll have your eyes for dinner.” 
 
    He chuckled and resumed inking the circular figure. “It’ll work. It's just I can’t tell you how or what you’ll need to do. You’ll have to discover that yourself. That’s how these things work.”   
 
    “A whole hell of a lot of good that’ll do me when I’ve got the wraiths breathing down my neck.”    
 
     Her words hit a nerve. Already his tats were distressed as if responding to some sort of stimulus. William thought he knew why. He remembered the same reaction during Kelly’s trepanning episode. If his hunch was right he needed to conclude this tat session fast. 
 
    He flinched from a sudden pain. It felt as if the Grim Reaper above his navel had sunk its scythe into his gut. His body clinched. 
 
    “Ouch!” Kelly yelled, jerking her arm away. 
 
    “Sorry. Went a little too deep there. Feeling a bit rushed.” 
 
    Kelly gasped. “You should be. Look.” 
 
    William followed her wide-eyed stare to the front of the shop. Two pierced wraiths gazed through the front glass window. 
 
    “Christ, the door’s unlocked,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I locked it behind me. Becomes second nature after so many days of pursuit.” 
 
    “Good. That should buy us enough time to finish.” He turned back to the task, willing his hands to stop shaking.  
 
    “Actually, not a whole lot of time. Doors, walls, tanks; nothing can stop them. They’ll come right on through.” 
 
    Before she even finished her sentence, he saw the wraiths press themselves against the window.  He quickened his pace and hoped for no mistakes.  
 
    “Hurry.” Kelly’s eyes were glued to the front, watching the pierced wraiths gradually inch their way through the glass.  
 
    He finished the last few swipes, wiping nervous sweat from his brow. “Done.”  
 
    She drew her gaze away from the glass entrance and studied the artwork on her arm. “What the hell is that? A snake biting its tail?” 
 
    “Ouroboros. You’ve seen it before on my arm. Represents the continuous cycle of life and death. The perfect tat if you want my opinion.”   
 
    He took a glance at the front of the shop. The glass looked like a billion dancing dots, as if the pierced wraiths had magically separated the individual atoms that made the window a composite, making it easy for them to pass through.  
 
    Not needing further encouragement, He escorted Kelly down the hall, opening the cracked wooden door at the rear of the shop.  
 
    She paused before stepping into the dark alley. “How does this work again?” 
 
    “You have to discover that on your own. Just follow your instincts.” 
 
    “Sounds like a crock of bull to me.” 
 
    “Trust me. The tattoo will let you know what to do? Now go. I’ll delay them as long as I can.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek, running her palm across his stubbly skin. “Be careful. Thanks for everything.”  
 
    “Good luck. Now scram.” He shut the door and turned back down the hallway. The air quivered. The ink on his skin grew increasingly restless, crawling like frantic ants. The intensity of his skin’s irritation and the insidious energy in the air meant one thing. Two wraiths rounded the corner and started down the hall.  
 
     “Where is she?” the lead wraith asked, its tinny voice unnerving. It sounded like an old LP recording full of pops and scratches. Its eyes danced with tiny dots like the dancing atoms in the window they had just floated through.  
 
    “Who?” William stood his ground.  
 
    “Ah, he wishes to play games.” The second pierced wraith pushed past his comrade, its television static eyes filling William’s mind with an unbearable din. 
 
    William recoiled as the jangling chains with their meat infested hooks elicited horrible premonitions.  
 
    “Last chance. Where is she?” 
 
    “Blow yourself.”  
 
    “Have it your way.” 
 
    Both wraiths shot forward, converging on William. In such close proximity, their iridescence blinded him. He raised his arms. The stench of decomposition and the sound of rattling chains sent him into a downward spiral. 
 
    He flailed his arms, trying to fend them off. He felt himself being pushed to the ground. Despite their ghostly constitution, the pierced villains sported much strength. The static in his head intensified. 
 
    An odd sensation of being pricked erupted across the landscape of his flesh. He imagined millions of miniscule holes plastering his entire body.  A sticky substance oozed into the holes left by the perforations. The wraiths were trying to enter his soul the way they had entered the glass window. He wondered if they would break down his body into a billion atoms the way they had the glass.  
 
    William’s tattoos responded to his terror. They left trails of fire on his skin as they scampered like a pack of frightened dogs.  
 
    He screamed. He couldn’t help it. Perforations, possession, rioting tattoos; the bombardment on his senses pushed him to the edge. He felt like an empath forced to witness the infamous death showers at Auschwitz.  
 
    He screamed again, his hold on reality crumbling. Just as he closed his eyes to give in there sounded a guttural roar as something leaped from his skin. He heard a couple metallic shrieks and the sticky ooze invading his system retreated like an ebbing tide. He heard a brief struggle then everything settled, including his protesting tats. 
 
    Sitting with his back propped up against the hallway wall, he opened his eyes and tried to assess his bewildered frame of mind.  
 
    He recalled the sensation of being pricked, how it fired up every nerve in his body.  It had felt like a million tattoo needles striking his flesh at the same time. He rubbed his arms, legs and torso, disgusted by the memory. 
 
    Perforations.     
 
    That seemed an appropriate way to categorize the sensation. From now on he would call the pierced wraiths Perforators. He shuddered at the revolting thought of their attempt to possess him. 
 
    Standing, he steadied himself against the wall, his senses still reeling from the Perforators’ assault. He sauntered to the front of the shop and plopped down on the chair behind his maple wood desk. He ran a forefinger across the hardcover of Chung’s black magic tattoo book. 
 
    For years William had ensured that every inked patch of skin on his physique had been a black magic rendering. They had sat dormant for years, only recently showing slight signs of life such as itching or burning.   
 
    However, something had chased the Perforators away. 
 
    He recalled the roar, and the feeling of something leaping from his skin. He looked at the images married to his epidermis. After a few brief scans, he settled in on the Ouroboros. It took a few seconds for him to see the almost imperceptible change.  
 
    A pale pigmentation had formed around the upper edge of the Ouroboros circle, the skin looking as if it had not seen a ray of sun in decades. It gave William the impression that the Ouroboros had tried to settle back into its original position, but missed the mark by less than a millimeter. 
 
    Signs of life. 
 
    He smiled, reassured by this sudden insight. The tats did possess mystical powers after all and if Kelly played her cards right, she could win the battle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Pursuit 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve taken the Goth Lolita look public. I thought it was to ward off the ogre.” Trish had just met Kelly in the coffee shop ten minutes prior, but it was already the fourth time she had commented on Kelly’s appearance.  
 
    “It was mainly a self-defense mechanism used to disgust my stepfather. I have to admit, though, that I’ve grown fond of it.”  
 
    She sympathized with her friend’s shock. She did look like a completely transformed version of her old self; her T-shirts and tight black jeans traded in for permanent vegetan Gothic attire. Short cropped brown hair sprouted where she once boasted an eggplant pageboy cut. She used to wear the ghostly white foundation and corpse blue lipstick lightly, but now it had become a full blown assault in an attempt to hide the scars from where the chains had been yanked out. 
 
    “Even more shocking; you got yourself a tat,” she said, her mouth wide open. She rubbed the skin on Kelly’s forearm, tracing the black ink. “I still can't believe it. Well, I suppose it’s intriguing.” 
 
    “Intriguing?” Kelly fought the urge to flick her eyes across the crowded coffee house. The constant desire to flee kept her fidgeting like a squirrel eating nuts in a coyote den.  “I went against all my principles and got this freaking worm tat and all you can say is intriguing?” 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t be my first choice.” 
 
    “I know. Princess.” 
 
    Trish leaned forward. “Good lord. Those scars. What about those?” 
 
    Kelly took a sip from her double soy latte, hoping to mask her irritation. She studied Trish’s damaged face. “You first. What’s up with the black eye and the bruises on your neck?” 
 
    Trish averted her gaze, looking into the steaming hot cocoa placed in front of her. She tapped her fingers on the redwood table. “The city’s changed. Different groups aren’t tolerating each other anymore. You know what I mean? Like grungers not getting love from punkers. Even tattoo and piercing supporters are becoming divided. Haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    Kelly looked around the room. The popular coffee house bustled with Friday night energy. Puddle Town Coffee, when it opened a year ago in a former meat packing facility in the Pearl District, struck a chord with Portland’s angst-ridden youth who were angry at everything, including the unchangeable fact that they lived in a city where it rains over 150 days each year.  
 
    There did appear to be an undercurrent of animosity far beyond the normal teenage squabbling over books, films, fashion and Oregon weather.  Usually Portland’s liberal stance allowed various factions to coexist. However, there seemed to be more apparent divisions, more cliques separating the teens and young adults than normal.  
 
    “So what happened?” Kelly asked, fiddling with her nose ring. 
 
    “At school this group of girls, piercing junkies like you, were following me on the way to gym class. They started making fun of my ‘PRINCESS’ tat. They started catcalling and asking if I put out and saying I must because why else would I have a tramp stamp. They circled me right outside the gymnasium door. First they just pushed and shoved. It gradually got rougher until I slipped and fell. One kicked me in the eye, the other put her foot on my neck, pushing down hard and calling me a cute little tramp over and over again.” 
 
    “Jesus, I’m so sorry,” Kelly said. Her eyes darted around the room. She snarled at two Japonophiles perched on the rail overlooking the first floor. They gave her a steely stare. She knew the Caucasian boys from school. The ultra white boys had taken their love of all things Japanese-manga, anime, sashimi-to a heightened level. They had died their blond hair jet-black, copied Japanese fashion by often wearing bikini-pants and even went so far as to have their eyelids cosmetically altered to mimic the oriental slant.  
 
    “Your turn. What about those scars?”   
 
    Kelly struggled with an answer. She hadn’t told Trish she had succeeded in piercing through. Instead, she told her she had ridden Amtrak to Santa Cruz to visit her cousins. That was the alibi she had created to explain her weeks of absence.  She decided to elaborate on that particular lie. 
 
    “It was crazy. My cousins are into this piercing through thing like me. We decided to attempt a scarification ritual. We thought if we scarred ourselves up real good we would do it, pierce through and all.” 
 
    “Those are all self-inflicted?” Trish’s incredulous expression almost made Kelly laugh. “Why on earth would you do that?” 
 
    “Come on, Trish. You know why. These days, all I can think about is piercing through.”   
 
     “It didn’t work, did it? You’re still here and now you’ll have those scars for life. Maybe you should just forget this obsession of yours. “ 
 
    Kelly frowned. “I’ll think about it.”  
 
    She wondered why William hadn’t broached the subject of her marred flesh. Perhaps he had figured out the connection between her scars and the escape from the tower of flesh. Maybe his silence was a gracious gesture, intended to alleviate her self-consciousness.  
 
    Kelly maintained her nervous scrutiny of the crowd. She sensed the aggressive vibes bouncing around the eatery but didn’t fear it. She was more concerned with the pierced wraiths. She had chosen Puddle Town Coffee as a place to reunite with Trish, knowing it would be packed to the gills on a Friday night.  
 
    So far the pierced wraiths had shown an aversion to public appearances, only revealing themselves in private, secretive fashion. She doubted they would rear their unholy faces in such a busy environment. Still, it seemed prudent to maintain a vigilant eye.  
 
    “Man, Trish, it’s really good to see you again,” she said, raising the white ceramic coffee mug to her lips. She loved the large blue raindrop painted on the cup, just below the inscribed name of the shop. 
 
    “Same here. Hey look. It seems a little edgy in here tonight. You want to go somewhere quieter?” 
 
    Kelly grimaced. She lifted herself off the seat to peer over the railing. The tension was as palpable on the first floor as it was on the balcony. However, she didn’t relish the idea of stepping out onto the dim-lit streets. Despite the anxious vibe, she felt less vulnerable immersed in the crowd.  
 
    “Nah, don’t worry. Nothing is going to happen.”  
 
    “You’re not the one who took a boot in the eye for having a tattoo on my lower back.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you chose not to wear pants that show off your crack tonight,” Kelly said with a smile. She watched two young men, both displaying a heavy accruement of studs, barbells, captive bead rings and plugs. Her type all the way. They stared at three statuesque females, cheerleader types with long flowing hair and cardigan sweaters. Their aggressive stares were not of a sexual nature, but clearly radiated resentment, or disgust. 
 
    Four Juggalos huddled over a redwood table along the west wall, their faces painted in imitation of their beloved Insane Clown Posse. Their eyes, staring out through black and white makeup, threw daggers of malicious intent at any who glanced in their direction.  
 
    The segregated room continued to surprise Kelly.  
 
    “How long has this been going on?” she asked. 
 
    “What? People acting all crazy? I don’t know. What ever happened to tolerance?” 
 
    “Gives a new perspective to the phrase ‘birds of a feather flocking together’,” Kelly said. In a city known for diversity, it was strange to see people seeking security among their own type. The sudden desire to divide up into defensive factions scared her. What were they frightened of? 
 
    She dismissed her musing. Something more important needed to be unloaded from her thoughts. “So Trish, do you notice anything funny about my arm?” 
 
    Trish scooted her mug of cocoa to the side and leaned closer, scrutinizing the skin below the Ouroboros tat with the thoroughness of a dermatologist.  
 
    “Look close.” 
 
    “That is strange. It looks like, I don’t know, bleach. Did you bleach your skin?” 
 
    “No. That’s where the tat used to sit. Willy inked it right there, in a circular shape. The dragon was biting its own tail.” 
 
    “It’s not biting its tail anymore. It’s straight. How in the world?”     
 
    Kelly threw up her hands and looked over the railing. A biker dude, tatted up and decked in leather head to toe, took the stairs two at a time, his chest thrust forward like a rooster declaring his prowess. He emitted the same nervous energy already prevalent in the air. 
 
    “Kelly, how is that possible?”   
 
    She turned back to her friend. “I don’t know. It started a few days ago. I woke up and noticed it was no longer a circle and it had moved a few centimeters up my arm. Sometimes it itches unbearably. I just want to rip it out. It’s a tat, though, not a piercing. You just can’t yank it out when you’re tired of it. I should have never let him talk me into it.” 
 
    Trish looked up from examining the white circular pigmentation. “You mean this tat wasn’t your idea? Why did you do it? You’ve always hated tattoos.” 
 
    “Too complicated to explain. Call it a heat of the moment thing.”   
 
    Trish grinned. “Ah. Trying to impress the Tat Man. Figured you could worm your way into his heart with some ink of your own, right?”   
 
    Kelly drew her lips inward and dropped her eyebrows. Sometimes she just couldn’t understand how Trish’s mind worked. “Yeah, whatever you want to think. It's unimportant now. I need to figure this creepy tat out. It's got me freaking.”   
 
    “I’m sure your boyfriend can help you out. He’s the expert. What’s he say?” 
 
    “Trish, I don’t know how to say this, but I can’t go back to Willy. I mean I care for him and all, but something’s going on right now.” 
 
    “No need to explain. I get it. You slept with him and now you can’t face your regrets. It happens more than you think.” 
 
    “Oh, that is so wrong.” Kelly rubbed her forehead. “This isn’t helping any.” 
 
    “Okay, I got it.” Trish’s eyes widened. “Get the damn thing removed. I know all kinds of ways to do it. I wanted to make sure I could get rid of mine if I changed my mind down the road. So I did a lot of research; laser removal, dermabrasion, chemical peels, acid peels. There’s all types of ways.”    
 
    “Not a half bad idea,” Kelly said, wondering why she hadn’t thought of it herself. “I might look into it.” She drained the last contents of her mug, gritting her teeth as sludge from loose espresso grounds coated the back of her tongue.  
 
    The nervous energy had revved itself up over the past few minutes. Fewer people sat at the redwood tables, preferring to pace back and forth.  
 
    With the pierced wraiths hunting her, Kelly had been feeling and acting like a prey animal for weeks, expecting her pursuers to emerge at any given moment. She hadn’t expected to find everyone at Puddle Town Coffee exhibiting the same frantic mannerisms. Everyone seemed on edge, starting to panic like woodland animals sensing an oncoming earthquake.  
 
    The Juggalos squared off with a group of motley costumed kids, SlipKnot fans that assertively referred to themselves as Maggots and who conspicuously dressed like their adored band members.  
 
    The biker accosted the cheerleader girls near the bathroom entrance. Three male jock-types hounded the Japanophiles, sarcastically cooing over their revealing denim bikini-pants. 
 
    Tension flung all over the room with wild abandonment. Tolerance had reached the tipping point. 
 
    Kelly sighed. The two piercers she had spotted earlier approached, wearing grisly smiles that announced their bad intent.   
 
    “Nice septum piercing,” the one nearest Kelly said. She recoiled at the wet dog smell that seemed to radiate off most Portlanders during the rainy season. His Sex Pistols shirt showed splotches from the downpour outside. “20 gauge?”  
 
     “Good eye. You and your buddy are fairly pierced up yourselves.” 
 
    The other piercer, a foot shorter and leaner than his paunch bellied companion draped his arm over the back of Trish’s chair. She squirmed. 
 
    The pot bellied boy kept his focus on Kelly. He reached out and flicked one of the chains dangling from her breast area. “Nice touch. Never seen such style before. So what are you doing hanging with her?” 
 
    The disdain in which he referred to Trish made Kelly cover up the Ouroboros tat with her opposing hand.  
 
    “Come on Kelly, let’s ditch this place.” Trish tried to stand but the guy behind her pushed her back down. Kelly saw Trish’s eyes flash concern. Her pink shirt with V patterned eyelets caught on the corner of the chair, lifting it and exposing the brown skin of her back and her white bra strap. So much for not wearing crack pants.  
 
    It was the tattoo that drew the shorter boy’s attention, not her bare skin. “What is this? We have a princess among us. How special. No wonder you’re hanging out with this Mexicana.”   
 
    “She’s not Mexican you racist pig. She’s from Honduras, but you’re probably too stupid to know the difference. Right, Wonder Bread?” 
 
    The one with the Sex Pistols shirt chuckled. “Wonder Bread? Haven’t heard that in a long while. Real funny.” 
 
    Kelly’s Ouroboros tat started to itch with a fury. It felt as if the dragon worm dragged its claws across the surface of her skin. She twitched her arm, but the irritation would not go away. She kept her hand clamped over the ink.  
 
    The pot bellied boy noticed. “What’s you hiding there?” He reached out and pulled Kelly’s hand off her forearm. His eyes widened. “Didn’t think you were the type? Thought you were a purist, like Eddie and I. Everybody’s a compromising piece of crap these days, right Eddie? Isn’t that what I’ve been saying all night?” 
 
    “Yep,” Eddie said like a simpleton. 
 
    Now that it had been revealed, Kelly brazenly lifted her arm for them to get a good look. “I know lots of people who get pierced and tattooed. What’s the big deal?” Those spoken words betrayed every principle she stood for, but she uttered them in the hope of defusing the charged atmosphere.  
 
    A series of crashes sounded from the main floor below; coffee mugs and plates breaking on the floor. Screams erupted, followed by the sounds of a flock in panic.  
 
    Kelly wanted to look over the railing, but kept her attention on the unpredictable piercers. The scratching on her forearm intensified. She rubbed her skin on the edge of the Redwood table, desperate for relief. 
 
    She heard a click and saw the pot bellied boy holding a blade aloft.  
 
    “Looks like the party’s started,” he said with a sneer. The blade danced the jitterbug in his trembling grip.  
 
    Staring ahead, terrified, Kelly fumbled for a course of action. Trish, more often the tentative one, did not falter. She grabbed her ceramic mug and flung the cocoa into the knife wielder’s face. The hot liquid forced him backwards, his hands flying up to his eyes. The blade dropped to the ground. 
 
    Seeing the knife on the floor jolted Kelly from her fear induced inertia. She scooted off the chair, landing on her knees. Before she could reach for the weapon a clamoring din exploded in her head. It brought immediate tears to her eyes. 
 
    She knew this feeling. Static in her mind; overpowering, debilitating.  
 
    No. They wouldn’t dare. Trish’s blood curdling shriek reinforced her suspicions. 
 
    From her position on the floor she saw the pierced wraiths floating up and over the railing, the black dots in their oval eyes dancing like a million ants crawling over an anthill. The hooks, teeming with rotting meat, sent out their stomach wrenching wave of stench. Their bodies emanated ghostly radiance while the hundreds of piercings glared like omens; frightening sights that would send the most stable minds plummeting into madness.  
 
    Kelly could hear people on the lower level scrambling for the exit, the arrival of the floating aberrations plunging Puddle Town Coffee into chaos.  
 
    Trish shared their panic, immobilized by fear. Her earlier bravery had vanished in an instant. Her mind could make sense of knife wielding punks, but these floating demons rattled all preconceived notions of reality.  
 
    The two piercer boys managed to keep enough of their sanity to flee. They forgot about the two girls and bolted for the stairs, knocking over tables in their haste. The biker forsook his advances on the suburbia girls as all four dashed for the exits.  The Japanophile boys hitched up their bikini-pants and ran past Kelly and Trish, shrieking like little pansies.  
 
    Mayhem abounded as everybody on the upper floor fled from the incandescent wraiths. Only Trish remained fixed to the spot, looking like a lamb helpless to prevent the coming slaughter. Kelly could see the uprising of madness in Trish’s eyes. 
 
    “What. Are. Those. Things?” Trish stammered.  
 
    Kelly gripped Trish’s arm and dragged her down the stairs. She ignored the fiery burn from her agitated Ouroboros tat and the roaring static in her head. Halfway down the steps a burst of static so intense it felt as if it would fry her brain caused her to stumble. She released her hold on Trish’s arms as her mind shut off like a power grid hit by a massive electromagnetic pulse.  
 
    “Kelly!” 
 
    The alarmed voice reached her through a swirling fog. She opened her eyes and the ceiling lights rammed an invisible spike through her skull.  It felt as if somebody squeezed her head in a vice.  
 
    “Kelly. Run.”  
 
    Trish tried to pull her to her feet, but she remained in a heap at the foot of the staircase. Confused, she looked up, wondering if she had fallen. The ache in her ribs and arms confirmed it.  
 
    “You blacked out, Kelly. You can’t just sit on your ass. Get up and run.” 
 
     She sensed the hysterics in Trish’s voice and pushed past the pain. She used the large pole at the beginning of the banister to lift her bruised body into an upright position. The fog in her head cleared enough for her to realize the hunt was still in progress. The sensation of bugs crawling across her skin intensified.  
 
    “Where?” Her voice cracked, her words sticking in her throat.  
 
    Trish pointed to the top of the staircase where the pierced demons made their methodical approach, floating like ghosts down the Redwood steps.  
 
     Kelly felt the thrumming noise that indicated another burst was about to be released. She needed to distance herself before the next wave of static shut off her mind permanently. 
 
    She hobbled towards the exit, her damaged legs from the fall not allowing her to run. With Trish’s assistance she made it to the door. The muscles in her legs relaxed enough for her to pull free of Trish’s grip as she bolted into the rainy night.  
 
    A few brave souls lingered outside Puddle Town Coffee, huddling beneath a flickering streetlamp. When they spotted the two girls kicking up their heels in full flight mode their curiosity evaporated. They sprinted down 10th avenue, taking frenetic glances over their shoulder as if they expected to see Godzilla stomping through the converted warehouses and factories of the Pearl District.  
 
    Streams of rain ran off Kelly’s cropped hair, blurring her vision. She ran into a street. Tires skidded on the wet pavement and horns honked as she made a blind dash through the angry drivers. 
 
    “Kelly, slow down. You’re going to get yourself killed.”  
 
    Trish’s grip on her shoulder forced Kelly to lighten her pace. She noticed the static in her head and the itching from her tattoo had ceased. She had created enough space to take a little breather. She bent over, resting her hands on her knees. 
 
    “My god, Kelly. Those things-those demons-were after you, weren’t they?”   
 
    Kelly sucked in the wet air, trying to calm her straining lungs. She could only nod her reply. 
 
    “Jesus, that’s what I thought.” Trish drew silent for a few moments then erupted. “You lied to me. You lied. I know you pierced through. Why did you tell me you didn’t? Those things. They’re involved somehow, right? Am I right?” 
 
     A man, sheltering his female companion with an umbrella, looked at them as he passed. 
 
    Embarrassed, Kelly tried to calm her screaming friend. “Yes. I lied. Trish, I didn’t want you to worry is all. I didn’t even think you’d come meet me tonight if I told you the truth. I really needed someone to talk to. I’m so tired of lying low in the streets, trying to confuse them.” 
 
    “By them you mean the demons?”   
 
    “For lack of a better word, yeah, demons.” 
 
    Trish’s anger converted to tears. She wept and leaned into Kelly’s shoulder. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but I can’t get involved. I just can’t. This is too much.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say. She knew tonight’s events were more than Trish’s cushioned mind could handle. For that matter, it was more than Kelly herself could take. 
 
    Trish sighed. “I’ve got to go. Forgive me, but I can’t be around you right now. You understand don’t you?” 
 
    Kelly struggled for composure. She feared being alone once more, but knew she needed to set her friend free. She looked up at Trish through the driving rain, but she avoided eye contact.  
 
    “That’s okay. I understand. I’ll walk you to the bus stop.” 
 
    “No. I can manage on my own.” Trish still wouldn’t look her in the eyes. 
 
    “Sure.” Kelly swallowed the rising grief in her throat. “Thanks for coming. I really needed to see you.” 
 
    Trish lifted her hand in a half-hearted wave and walked away. Kelly watched her slosh through the puddles on the sidewalk. 
 
    “I’ll look you up when things get better, okay?”  
 
    Trish kept walking, becoming a blur in the sheets of pouring rain. Kelly leaned against a building. The street lights kept the night’s darkness at bay, but it did nothing to prevent the dark pit of despair rising from her stomach.  
 
    She had lost Trish, and she couldn’t justify involving William anymore than she already had. She cared for him too much. 
 
    She turned her face upwards, hoping the cold raindrops pounding her cheeks would drive the agony away. It didn’t. Left all alone, she would have to figure out how to thwart further pursuit. She already knew from experience what a daunting task that would prove to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: White Magic 
 
      
 
    William flipped the collar of his jean jacket up to ward off the brisk wind. The rain had stopped but a smear of gray still tainted the sky. The neutral weather matched his mood; neither sunny nor stormy. 
 
    He felt unenthusiastic as he meandered towards the China Town gates. His tattoos strict code of silence continued to bother him. His hopes had been raised high after the Ouroboros on his arm chased the Perforators from his ink parlor. That moment had been inspiring, offering a moment of validity. After that brief encounter, though, the Ouroboros returned to its hibernation alongside the other useless ink.  
 
    At least he felt more rested of late. After several attacks by the Sleep Crusher he had decided to spend more nights at the apartment on 21st and Glisan. The Sleep Crusher left him alone at his apartment. He didn’t know why. He only knew that the fitful, troubled sleep there was better than the lack of any at Inkenstein.    
 
    He breathed in a lungful of crisp November air, clearing his senses. He passed by a young boy, perhaps a photography student, snapping pictures of the ornate dragon designs on the Chinatown gate. William walked between the red pillars and again felt a subtle response from his inked flesh, a gentle warming with a slight itch. 
 
    This time, he passed it off with hardly a thought. The bizarre events of the past few weeks led him to one simple fact. Portland abounded with strange mysteries. 
 
    However, only one mystery germinated in his head to the point of blossoming; that of Kelly’s disappearance. Since inking her skin with the Ouroboros there had been no contact, not even a courtesy phone call. 
 
    There had to be a connection to all the strange activity and Kelly’s plight. The extraction rituals, the black magic, the Sleep Crusher; it all couldn’t be random coincidence.  Only one man might have the answers; Mister Chung.    
 
    Brushing the tapestries aside, William rapped on the hidden door on the brick wall. Chung poked his head out, his rheumy eyes scouring the tight passageway, making sure nobody had followed William. “My friend, what brings you today? I’ve nothing new to offer.” He started to shut the door. 
 
     William stopped the closing door by thrusting a foot over the threshold. “Not even a Chinese demon? I was thinking a nice Yaoguai black magic tat would complement my Grim Reaper. What do you think?” 
 
     Chung’s already wrinkled face scrunched up in disapproval. “You shouldn’t even know about that. You shouldn’t have witnessed the extraction ritual in the first place.” 
 
     “But I did,” William said, forcing his way into the smoky shop. The burning incense filled the air with flowery aromatics. The heated interior embraced him, a welcome contrast to the autumn chill. “Since I did see it, I feel entitled to some answers.” 
 
     “Entitled? Hah!” Mister Chung waved his hand in disregard. “Why are you so entitled? You think it’s any of your business?” 
 
     William sat down on the solitary stool in the center of the room. The flickering candle light from the candelabras made his eyes ache. He let out a huge breath of air, releasing some built up tension.  
 
    “So again I ask, what brings you here today?”  
 
    “I just need some answers, that’s all.”   
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” the herbalist straightened his black tunic and leaned against the makeshift aquarium display case towards the rear of the shop. “So. What’s on your mind?”   
 
    “Man, so much has happened I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “No story has a true start or a true finish when you consider that time is infinite and everything is interconnected. So any part of the story in which you choose to begin will suffice.” 
 
    William cringed. More rambling Eastern philosophy.  
 
    Putting his cynicism aside, William got to the point. “I have a friend, this girl, who pierced through. She actually did it. Have you heard of it, piercing through?” 
 
    Chung rubbed his sweaty bald head. “No.” 
 
    “Well it started as a rumor in the piercing subculture. They believed that if they performed an extreme ritual they could pierce through to another dimension. You sure you haven’t heard of this?” 
 
    “There are many rumors, many legends, and many beliefs. You think I know all of them?” 
 
    “Maybe this will help. Your friend Klahan was there. He told Kelly she was in the Shadowed Forest. Does that ring a bell?” 
 
    “Ah, the Shadowed Forest. The place where spirits of the dead wander. Yes, I know of it.”   
 
    “Yeah, you’ve mentioned it to me before. I never really thought anything of it until my friend ended up there. You say it’s where the dead go. My friend, Kelly, she’s not dead. She escaped. Klahan helped her.”  
 
    “She may be alive now, but if she walked in the Shadowed Forest she’s as good as dead.” 
 
    “So is Klahan as good as dead too?”  
 
    “He is protected. He has defenses.” 
 
    “The glowing tats? Kelly said there were glowing marks on his face that fought the pierced demons. I don't recall any ink on his skin when I saw him in your shop.” 
 
    Chung placed an elbow on the glass top of the aquarium and rested his chin in his cupped hand. His eyes widened. “That’s because he uses white magic.” 
 
    William paused, rubbing his reddish brown goatee. He wiped steam from his French spectacles, the room as humid as a sauna. “I didn’t know white magic was an option. I mean I’ve heard of white magic versus black magic, but didn’t know it applied to the tattooing field.”   
 
    “It doesn’t. Not in the way people are used to thinking about black and white. People think in terms of good versus evil, light versus dark. Not so with magic tattoos. Black magic tattoos are the ones you have, visible tattoos made with blood and visible ink. White magic tattoos are made with spirit and invisible ink. The ink can only be seen in the presence of the Shadowed Forest.”   
 
    William’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward. “How are they made?” 
 
    “Similar to the extraction ritual, but it takes an extremely strong person. You summon the spirit of choice and host it in your body. No blood is drawn. Instead, you must keep the spirit in you forever. The invisible palm oil we use to mark the skin actually ties the spirit to the flesh.” 
 
    “Incredible,” William said, his voice hushed in a reverential tone. As impossible as it seemed, he knew it to be true. Chung’s words brought back fragments of Kelly’s story. She had seen the glowing tattoos on Klahan’s skin and talked of a spirit-like essence rising from the monk’s face. She claimed a gossamer cord, wispy and delicate, kept the spirit tethered like a dog on a leash to its human host. 
 
    “Man, there’s so much I don’t know,” he said, ringing his hands in exasperation. “What about the tower of chained bodies? If this Shadowed Forest is the afterlife then that tower Kelly was trapped on is Hell, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Hell is a Christian concept which is about as reliable as Buddhist terminology. All of it falls short. Really, all religion is just a poor attempt at explaining the unexplainable.” 
 
    “Amen to that. So how do you see it? Give it your best shot.” 
 
    Chung cleared his throat. “Okay. You know I’m part of a secret society of monks sworn to protect people. In part, we protect people from the Shadowed Forest. Some gain access when it’s not their time, either by chance or deliberately. They are still flesh and blood, like your friend Kelly. When she pierced through she opened a door and walked into a realm not ready to receive her. Physical creatures that wander into the realm are imprisoned on the wall, or tower, as you call it.” 
 
    William shook his head. “That doesn’t fit. The Perforators came from the holes I drilled in her head. They took her away. She didn’t go on her own accord.” 
 
    “Perforators? I’ve never heard them called that.” 
 
    “Coined it myself.” 
 
    “Fitting name. Anyway, the darkness in all of our minds serves as a gateway to the Shadowed Forest. All of us are linked to the pit. As for your friend, she must have been very close to gaining access. The Perforators more than likely nabbed her as a preemptive move. They probably wanted to capture her while they could, before she could enter and lose herself. Then they’d have to hunt her. Not an easy task. There are too many places to hide in that eternal darkness.” 
 
    William removed his glasses. The burning incense had become less floral and more acrid, stinging his eyes. “This is all so much to process.” 
 
    “Certainly. And I’ve probably told you too much already.” 
 
    “One more thing. You said Kelly is as good as dead.”  
 
    Chung bent low, pretending to busy himself with the herb jars in the aquarium display. “Oh, that. Forget I mentioned it.” 
 
    “I can’t. She’s my friend. I gave her a black magic tattoo.” 
 
    “Impossible. How?” 
 
    William cringed. He thought about admitting his theft, but dismissed the notion. He would keep the stolen vials of blood his secret. He couldn’t afford to alienate the herbalist now.  
 
    Chung glared at William with open suspicion in his eyes. “I said, how did you make a black magic tattoo? Where did you get the blood?” 
 
    “I didn’t use blood. I tried more conventional methods of black magic; you know, the dark arts.”  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Chung’s insistence took William aback. “You know. The usual stuff such as séances. I summoned a spirit and tried to infuse its energy with the ink. Sat in a circle of candles, uttered incantations, the whole works.”  
 
    “Then I’m afraid your friend is doomed. It won’t work.” 
 
    William chose his words carefully so as not to give himself away. “If I find her and bring her here, you could give her one of your black magic tattoos, your special Thai tats. That would save her, right?”  
 
    Clucking his tongue, Chung walked to where William sat on the stool. He placed a consoling hand on his shoulder. “My friend, I don’t think you fully understand Kelly’s situation. I could give her a tattoo. That might protect her for a short time. Those 
 
    Perforators, as you call them, will claim what is theirs eventually. That’s just how it works.” 
 
    Thinking back to his last physical encounter with Kelly, William knew the herbalist spoke truth. He remembered the strong smell of decay permeating the air. She had called it their insurance policy, their way of ensuring victory. She could either surrender and accept her fate on the tower of flesh, or continue to flee until the atrophy in her body reduced her muscles to gelatinous rot.  
 
    So why did they even bother with pursuit if she was doomed to die anyway? What incentive did they have to take her back to the Shadowed Forest? He didn’t have time to ask all the right questions.   
 
    Instead, he focused on the guilt crushing his shoulders. He should have refused the trepanation. Just the basic act of piercing practiced in parlors across the country violated his principles. He couldn’t even count how many Inkenstein customers he had turned away, sticking to his ‘no piercing’ scruple. However, he had gone against his better judgment and drilled holes in Kelly’s head.  He should have foreseen this mess it had created. 
 
    He had a good idea how to right that wrong.  
 
    “I want a white magic tattoo.” 
 
    Chung took a step back. “No way. You’re not ready. You can’t even use black magic. What makes you think you’re ready for white magic? I won’t do it.” 
 
    “I have to try. Please.” 
 
    Chung turned his back and walked away. “Get lost. You’re in way over your head.” 
 
    William launched himself off the stool. He tackled the fragile old man, rolled him over on his back and pinned him to the ground with a forearm across his chest. “I have to try, you hear me? I’m responsible for this mess and I won’t sit back and do nothing.”Chung gasped. “You really think you’re ready to make the sacrifice needed to be her protector? Do you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t care. I have to give it a shot or I’ll never be able to live with myself. Do I have to beat you to make you understand that?” 
 
    Chung’s lips spread in a yellow gap-toothed grin. “Okay, my friend. If you insist. Now let me up.” 
 
    William helped the old man to his feet. “Sorry about that. I’m just desperate. I can’t let her down.” 
 
    “Well you know how I feel about it. She’s a walking dead man, or should I say dead girl. I can't deny your wish if it's what you truly want. So what will it be?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What kind of white magic tattoo do you want?” 
 
    William thought back to Klahan’s extraction ritual and the forceful spirit he had fought to control. “How about that Yaoguai? That seemed pretty powerful. I bet that demon could stand up to the Perforators.”  
 
    The herbalist clucked his tongue again. “Out of the question. Even for Klahan that was a stretch and that was for an extraction ritual only. For white magic you have to choose something you can coexist with forever. It can never leave your soul or the magic stops.” 
 
    “What would you recommend?”  
 
    “Something along the lines of a python or a panther. No, I got it. A monkey. Yes, a monkey will do just fine.”   
 
    A monkey? Not what he had envisioned. Then he remembered Kelly’s adventures in the Shadowed Forest. She had told him of a simian shape rising up to confront the Perforators.  
 
    “All right, a monkey it is. So what do I have to do?” 
 
    Chung grabbed William by the elbow and drew him over to the stool. “Sit. I’ll be back. Try to calm your energy. Your mind must be empty for this to work. Spirits can’t occupy a cluttered vessel.”  
 
    Dear Jesus. Was he referring to possession?   
 
    The panic he experienced when the Perforators had tried to enter his soul returned. He shuddered. His teeth clattered. He forced himself to draw in deep breaths followed by long exhales. By the time Chung returned, he had managed to enter a state of relative tranquility. 
 
    Then he saw the ropes in the man’s hands. His heart accelerated. His mind raced.  
 
    “I don’t need that.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Possession is not a natural thing for the body to endure. Even with your mind emptied, the body will obey a natural instinct to flee. So we use the ropes.” 
 
    William looked down at his Mother Mary tattoo and considered offering her a prayer. 
 
    “You still think you’re ready for this?” 
 
    William nodded. “Doesn’t matter. I have to try. For Kelly.” 
 
    “Right, for Kelly then.” Chung wrapped a length of rope around William’s ankles, binding them to the stool. He tied his hands behind his back and duct taped his mouth shut. 
 
    William closed his eyes and concentrated on reducing his terror. He felt like a hostage being subjected to a paranormal experiment. 
 
    “The key is to let the monkey enter your empty mind. You must contain it, trap it, and make it one with your flesh. When that is accomplished I’ll use invisible palm ink to tattoo your skin. The spirit will then be trapped forever in your flesh. You still want this?” 
 
    William’s eyes opened wide. He couldn’t get his vocals past the duct tape. He nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Bring yourself down. Meditate. You’re too wired.” 
 
    William nodded again, and focused inward. He kept his eyes shut and tried to reach the ever elusive transcendental state. As he neared the point of serenity, a wet thud at the foot of the stool forced his eyes open. A small furry object rested near his feet. In the dim light it could have been anything; a dead rat, or something worse. 
 
    Squirming against his restraints, William flicked his eyes from Chung to the thing on the floor. 
 
    “Oh, that?” Chung said. “A monkey’s paw. It will summon our friend. A wandering spirit is always drawn back to reminders of its fleshly existence. Fur, claws, a skull, a tongue; any former body part would do the trick.”   
 
    Mention of the monkey paw took William back to tenth grade English when they had read the short story The Monkey’s Paw. In it, the old couple was granted three wishes by having possession of the cursed paw. For their second wish they had attempted to cheat death by wishing for the resurrection of their recently departed son. He returned from the grave, not how they wanted, but how he had entered it, as a mangled monstrosity.  
 
    After reading the story, the teacher had asked what lessons could be learned from the tale. Charlie Lewis, the class bookworm, had simply answered, “Sometimes it is best just to let things be.”  
 
    The monkey paw on the floor reminded William of Charlie’s words; just let it be.  He couldn’t. If there was the slightest possibility Kelly still lived he planned on attempting a rescue. Like the mourning mother in The Monkey’s Paw, he felt there wasn’t any other choice.  
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to relax. He heard Chung making preparations, perhaps gathering needles and palm oil for the tattooing. The sounds of the herbalist’s pattering faded as William entered his inner eye. 
 
    He had never been sold on the notion of meditation, but had to admit it felt good. His mind became a blank slate, as if he had wiped clean a chalkboard covered in scrawl. To start fresh from a place of such calm, perhaps that’s how Buddhists began the journey towards nirvana.   
 
    A buzzing drone like a swarm of locust invaded his inner peace. Beginning at the distant borders of his mind, the sound encroached until it exploded between his ears. Crackling static bounced off the confines of his skull as if he had thrust his head into a thriving beehive.  
 
    Was this the possession? Had the summoned spirit arrived, drawn to the monkey paw like a ghost to a grave site? The escalating static defeated his efforts to remain tranquil. All he could think of was the incredible din between his ears and the sudden itching of his tats. 
 
    “The girl. Where is she?” William recognized the strange voice. He had compared its tinny and scratchy quality to an LP recording he had heard on an old Victrola record player at his grandparents’ house.  
 
    His eyes flicked open. Even before his pupils swam back into focus he knew what he would see. 
 
    They had not summoned the misplaced spirit of a gibbon monkey. Their efforts had summoned much worse; the Perforators. 
 
    The two demons floated through the closed shop door. Despite his terror, he marveled at their ability to reduce physical objects to their rudimentary forms and walk through the millions of dancing atoms as if walking through a sheet of water. However, his marvel turned to horror when he realized they had him trapped. He struggled against the ropes. 
 
    Chung took one look at the overly pierced wraiths with their hooks of rotting meat and bolted into action. He dashed forward pulling a knife from his tunic pocket. He swung around to the back of the stool and with one swipe of the sharp blade cut loose the rope binding William’s hands.  
 
    He didn’t have time for anything else. One of the Perforators pounced on him, its wraith-like form spinning the old man’s frail frame like a child’s toy top. He stumbled backwards, arms flailing, looking as if he was trapped in a luminescent dust devil.   
 
    The remaining Perforator closed in on William. Thousands of pricks erupted across his body as the wraith poured its spirit essence into his fleshly tissues. The individual cells of his body started to disassemble like the atoms in the door. 
 
    Using his freed hands, William worked at the rope fastening his ankles. No use. Chung had tied a complicated knot. William looked around for some other means of escape and saw the knife a few feet away. The herbalist must have dropped it during his struggle with the wraith. 
 
    The approaching Perforator floated less than six feet away. William rocked his body hard to the left. Unbalanced, the stool toppled over. With his legs still tied to the stool, he twisted his torso and used his hands to pull himself across the floor, coming within reach of the knife. He grabbed it and sawed through the rope. He reached up and with a painful yank tore the duct tape from his lips. 
 
    Adjusting his glasses, he assessed the situation. Chung sat with his back against the base of the aquarium, his arms and hands fully extended outward. Somehow that inane pose kept the other Perforator at bay.  
 
    “Chung?”  
 
    The herbalist watery eyes focused on William. The energy he used to neutralize the Perforator exacted a toll. His cheeks twitched, his eyebrows bounced up and down and his lips pulled back in a grimace. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted. “Run.” 
 
    William stared, transfixed by indecision.  
 
    “Run. For Kelly’s sake, go now.” 
 
    Yes. That’s what all this was about. Chung had sworn to a life of sacrifice and was doing his best to help William save Kelly.  
 
    Hoping the Chinese herbalist had enough tricks up his sleeve to deal with the Perforators, William dashed for the door. He felt another blast of static coat his mind as the pursuing wraith sought to incapacitate him. Determination to save Kelly enabled him to push on.  
 
    He came to the closed door. The dancing atoms had resolved back to their composite form. He grabbed the handle and flung the door open. He ran down the cramped passageway to Davis Street, hearing a piercing metallic howl from the frustrated Perforator. 
 
    The howl turned his heart to ice, but he kept running, taking a silent vow not to waste the gracious opportunity Mister Chung had afforded him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Seeking Resolution 
 
      
 
    Sipping a steaming double soy latte, Kelly sat at a window stool at Stumptown Coffee so as to keep an eye on the sidewalks. Her vigilant eyes scanned all directions, always on the lookout.   
 
    Another bout of rain plagued the city, forcing her to seek shelter in the coffee shop. For her it was just another day spent bouncing from one business establishment to the next, never lingering long enough for the pierced wraiths to pick up her trail. She wandered the streets, careful to avoid visiting the same locations twice, until late at night exhaustion forced her into a hotel, a different one each night. The routine taxed her, depleting her reserve of strength with each passing day.  
 
    The skin near her removed tattoo itched, but she refused to look. It had been two days since she had heeded Trish’s advice. The removal process had gone well. Because the Ouroboros tat had been a simple design and needled in black ink only, most of the image had disappeared after one treatment. It now looked like a faded remnant of its prior glory. She wasn't through yet. She wouldn’t be satisfied until new pigmentation covered the dragon completely. One more session would probably do the trick. 
 
    The doctor had warned her of some discomfort, thus the need to apply a fresh bandage and ointment each night. This new itching sensation, however, differed and she feared what it might represent. 
 
    Kelly took another sip from her espresso, allowing her eyes to rove up and down Third Avenue, trying to ignore the persistent scratching on her forearm.  
 
    After emptying her coffee mug, she had little else to distract her from the itching.  
 
    Might as well get it over with. She removed her leather jacket, exposing the bandage. As she feared, the itching originated from an area outside the treated area, a couple inches up her forearm towards the bicep. The source of the irritation was obvious; the dragon had reappeared, poking its head beyond the border of the bandage, appearing as bold and fresh as the day Willy had inked it. 
 
    How in god’s green earth? 
 
    Dismayed, she yanked off the bandage, throwing it next to her mug and saucer. She wiped the congealing ointment away with a napkin. The faint outline of the former tattoo still remained, a ghostly image of its former self, but the new head extended from where the first left off. 
 
    She cringed. She couldn’t believe the tattoo was still progressing up her arm, poking its head out of the laser-treated patch of skin.  
 
    What did it want? She let her arm fall to the side, sickened by the sight. Rage boiled in her veins like coffee in a percolator. She tried to quell the vengeful desire taking seed in her mind. 
 
    Willy should have known better. The tattoo was a direct affront to her piercing purist constitution. So what had possessed him into giving her a tat? He had claimed the black magic ink would somehow protect her but all it had done so far was give her nightmares. 
 
    Every night; the same dream. It always came on hard and fast like a speeding freight train. The imagery it played out in her mental theater shook her to the core. The Ouroboros would creep up her shoulder, cross her breasts and sink its fangs into her heart, killing her on the spot.  
 
    The dream’s clarity gave it the quality of prophecy. Did the Ouroboros intend to finish what the pierced wraiths had started?  That thought made her tired beyond her limit. Feeling fatigued, she ached for a place to lay down her head for more than a few hours every night. 
 
    Returning home crossed her mind, but the pierced wraiths would anticipate her return. She needed some place off the radar where she wouldn’t have to worry about constantly moving. 
 
    Her usual haunts were all in the inner city.  Perhaps a move to the outskirts of town would suffice in throwing the ghostly hounds off her scent long enough to restore her exhausted senses and for her to devise a more effective plan that didn’t involve hopping from one place to another.   
 
    As she stood to leave the smell of rotten boiled eggs floated up to greet her. Kelly scrunched up her nose. No matter how often she showered, scouring her tender skin until it blossomed cherry red, the odor prevailed.  No amount of perfume or body spray masked the offending scent.  
 
    She picked up her vegetan leather jacket and something dropped from one of the pockets. She spotted the pharmacy pill bottle sitting next to a chair leg and scooped it up. She had forgotten about her mother’s morphine pills. A handful of narcotics would be the easy way out of her predicament. She put the pills back in her pocket. Not yet. She still had a lot of fight left.   
 
    The itching drew her attention back to the tattoo. She brought her forearm to within a few inches of her eyes. Whereas a short while ago only the head had poked through, now she could see a couple millimeters of the scaly neck sticking out of the laser treated patch of skin. The Ouroboros was still on the move, an ominous warning that her nightmare or prophecy might be coming true.   
 
    Disgusted, she slipped her arm into the faux leather jacket. She passed by the coffee house window and caught her image in the reflection. Speaking of nightmares, she looked the living incarnation of one. The scars from all the torn out chains and hooks had collapsed, leaving pock marks across her face. The numerous piercings surrounding the scars lent them an air of authenticity.  
 
    Not looking away from her haggard reflection, she wondered if it was time to ditch the Gothic Lolita outfit. The six inch chains dangling from her faux leather jacket seemed a little conspicuous for somebody trying to keep a low profile; not to mention her cropped hair and cadaver lipstick.  
 
    Though it probably would be the wiser course, she couldn’t abandon her signature look. She remembered all the times the outfit had stymied her stepfather’s seedy compulsions. Plus, the additions of the chains commemorated the torment she had endured in the Shadowed Forest. With nobody to comfort her on the streets, Gothic Lolita proved to be her best companion. 
 
    She waltzed out into the rain, her senses enlivened by the jolt of caffeine and the fact that she wore her dark outfit with pride. She passed a young man hand trucking kegs of beer into a restaurant. She tried to gain eye contact, but the vendor had his head bent to avoid the rain. He wheeled the kegs past her and into the restaurant, not even giving her a cursory glance.  
 
    Kelly walked a little farther down the block and saw a lady in a beige overcoat shut the door of a taxi cab and open an umbrella. Kelly smiled, but the woman brushed by her, splashing through puddles on her way to a business meeting or lunch. 
 
    Thinking it silly that she had just designated Gothic Lolita as her best companion, she had a sudden urge for human contact, even if it was only a meeting of the eyes or a smile reciprocated. She wanted to connect with humanity to prove she still existed in a reality that didn’t involve being chased by static-eyed wraiths or being harassed by tattoos that crawled on people’s flesh.   
 
    Around the corner, she encountered a homeless man shambling down the street in a mud stained rain jacket and boots. Ripped strips of leather flapped from the worn boots as he walked. His crazed eyes met Kelly’s and they exchanged smiles. That simple contact, even from a derelict, gave her comfort and anchored her for the time being. It also triggered a memory.  
 
    Last year she had done a report on community living for a class project and used Dignity Village as her subject. Dignity Village was a self-sustaining community of homeless people determined to improve their lives. Kelly had received permission to visit the tent city through its regulatory board and had been astounded at what the group of sixty or more had accomplished. Through charity and other resources they had managed to build several permanent living shelters and on the grounds there existed a communal kitchen, showers, a library, television and even a computer. A true sense of pride, lacking in most tent cities, abounded in Dignity Village. 
 
    The shanty town thriving near the international airport would give her a place to hide from the pierced wraiths while supplying her with the human contact she needed to keep her sanity intact. Encouraged by the plan, she headed for the closest bus stop.   
 
    As she passed a gas station on Burnside the drizzling showers turned into buckets of rain. She had lived in Portland all her life and thought she had seen the worst the weather could deliver. However, this deluge topped them all. The rain dumped on her as if she stood underneath Multnomah Falls.  
 
    With the torrential downpour beating on her head, Kelly reached the bus stop.  A stream of water cascaded off the bench so she chose to stand, lifting her fake leather jacket over her head as a makeshift umbrella. The roar of the driving rain muted all sounds and Kelly almost missed the hiss of air as the bus doors swung open. She boarded, shaking off water like a wet dog.  
 
     A small number of passengers sat dripping water onto the rubber matted floors. She attempted to make eye contact as she wandered down the aisle, looking for a semi-dry seat. People looked up, gave her a quick glance and turned back to their paperbacks, iPods and laptops. The heavy rains had soured everyone’s mood. Nobody was generous enough to grant her a smile.  
 
    She found a seat towards the back of the bus. She plopped down and sighed. An intense emotional weight landed on her, making her want to curl up into a ball. Her lip quivered as she fought back tears. She didn’t want to run anymore, didn’t want to continue living her life like a prey animal.  
 
    She looked out the water blurred windows as the bus growled its way across the Burnside Bridge. Her resolve to seek shelter in Dignity Village wavered as she sat and shivered. By the time they crossed over the Willamette River her determination hit a brick wall. 
 
    Before the driver turned towards the I-5 ramp, Kelly hollered at him to stop. She stepped off, relieved to see the rain lighten into an average autumn shower.  She put on her jacket and passed a convenience store next to an adult fantasy shop. She walked to the top of the rise where Burnside and Sandy Boulevard crossed. She followed Burnside a little ways more then headed into the residential streets. 
 
    It felt good to be returning home. She knew the risks, but the time had come for resolution. She would no longer hide in seedy hotels, greasy cafes and espresso shops. She would no longer hop from one place to the next, too frightened to stay put for any length of time lest her unearthly pursuers catch wind of her trail. It had to stop.  
 
    She desired what little comforts her troubled home offered, even if it proved temporary. She would lie in her own bed, take a shower in her own bathroom and maybe the familiarity of her surroundings would sooth her tail spinning mind enough to figure out William’s black magic tattoo. If she could unlock its secret maybe she could put up a fight. If not, she would face whatever came, even if it meant fighting to her death. She craved resolution, one way or the other. 
 
    She turned onto a maple lined street and saw her blue Victorian house a few doors down. She passed the evergreen hedge and turned through the arbor marking the path to her house.  
 
    Kelly came to an abrupt halt. A figure slouched in the wicker chair on the porch. The hooded person sat with his or her legs drawn up on the chair, arms wrapped around the knees, head leaning forward as if asleep. She couldn’t see the face beyond the hood. 
 
    “Hello?” No response. Bile rose in her throat. She had a bad feeling. She turned to walk away. 
 
    “Hey!”   
 
    Kelly spun back around and saw the figure pull back the hood of the rain parka. 
 
    “Hey Kelly, it’s me.” 
 
    “Trish?” She couldn’t believe it. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been coming here for days after school. I sit here for hours hoping you’ll show. I didn’t know what happened to you. I keep thinking about those awful things we saw.”  
 
    Kelly felt a lump form in her throat. She walked up the creaky porch steps. “I’m surprised you want anything to do with me after the scare you got at Puddle Town.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m still going to kick your butt for that one. You can count on it.” 
 
    Kelly felt the strain of the past weeks welling up inside. She stared at Trish. 
 
    “What?” Trish asked, her black Honduran hair matted to her head from the hood of the parka.   
 
    “You’re an angel, you know that?” Kelly answered. Everything about Trish clashed with Kelly; her Gap fashion, her suburban ideals, her naivety. Despite all that, she had cared enough to camp out on her porch every day, waiting to see if Kelly needed help; an angel indeed.  
 
    “Oh Trish,” Kelly said, running forward, arms outstretched. “So good to see you.” A torrent of tears equal to the day’s earlier rain deluge broke loose. She collapsed in Trish’s arms and cried. It felt so good to just cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Phone Call 
 
      
 
    William had trouble concentrating on the task at hand. He could feel the importance and enthusiasm radiating from his client, but for William she was just another lovesick teen getting the name of her adored one permanently stained on her abdomen. His mind had more disquieting thoughts to ponder. 
 
    November had practically come to an end and Kelly’s missing person act still resided at the top of his list of worries. Over three weeks and no word. His guts constantly ached at the thought of the Perforators and their relentless pursuit of Kelly. How much of a chance did she really have? Even armed with the Ouroboros tattoo the odds still favored the Shadowed Forest wraiths.  
 
    “Ouch!” the girl reclining in the patient’s chair yelped. Her abdominal muscles constricted. 
 
    “Sorry,” William said. “Went a little too deep. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    “No problem.” The girl smiled and let her head fall back against the headrest. Her eyes regressed back to a dreamy state, thinking about her beau.  
 
    William’s mind wandered back to his recent failures. His attempt to get a white magic tattoo at the herb shop had been dismal. His black magic tattoos, besides the occasional itching, remained as dormant as the sleeping volcanoes in the Cascade Mountains. Even if he could use their power what good would it do? He had no clue as to Kelly’s whereabouts.  
 
    If she was gone for good, he did not know how he would endure. He feared filling the emptiness with vengeance, especially against the man who had driven her to the edge. After all, Alma’s inflicted pain had been the driving force behind her desire to pierce through. 
 
    William had already run the gamut of vengeful fantasies, but the one that delighted him most involved his love for tattooing. He pictured Alma strapped to the reclining patient’s chair. A tattoo gun rigged with highly concentrated hydrochloric acid in place of ink would be his weapon of choice. He would acid ink every millimeter of Alma’s flesh from head to toe. The ogre’s cries of agony would only punctuate William’s revenge.  
 
    “Ouch! You promised.” The girl lifted her head and looked at her belly where the letters B and I had been inked in medieval font. “Only three letters to go and I’ll have my Billy on my belly forever.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re almost half way there,” William said, fighting an urge to ridicule her adolescent sentiments. Billy on her belly? It sounded so stupid. Oh how he missed Kelly’s sarcasm and wit.  
 
    The cell phone on the illustrated desk chirped. 
 
    “Excuse me one sec,” William said. He flipped the phone open. “Inkenstein. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Can you talk?” Kelly asked, her voice breathy. 
 
    “My god, so nice to hear from you. I thought you were dead, or trapped back on that horrible tower you spoke of. Where are you?”   
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    William moved to the privacy of the rear hallway, out of earshot from his lovesick customer. “Are you still running?”  
 
    “Can’t shake them no matter how hard I try.” 
 
    “What about the tat?”  
 
    Kelly hesitated, drew in a sharp breath and said, “That’s what I called about.  The circle snake is no longer a circle. I swear it’s moving up my arm. What in god’s name did you do to me?” 
 
    William smiled. “Sounds like it might be working. Great.” 
 
    “What’s working? What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Look, I really can’t tell you. These black magic tattoos only work through self discovery. All I can tell you is it will work. Remember after I inked you and then helped you escape into the alley? Well, I came face to face with the wraiths and I don’t know how it happened but my tats chased them away.” 
 
    “Might as well be speaking in tongues for all the sense you’re making.”  
 
    “I know. I haven’t really figured any of this out. You said yours is moving up your arm. More than I can say about mine. Must be a sign. Of what I don’t know.” 
 
    “Great. First you give me the stupid tattoo and then you tell me you haven’t a clue how it works. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    He could sense the hysteria in her voice. “Just follow your instincts. Maybe the Ouroboros wants to be set free. It might be trying to figure out a way to get off your skin.” 
 
    “Or maybe it wants to work its way towards my heart and take a nice big juicy bite. Did you think of that before you inked it on me?” 
 
    William discerned a bitter tone in her voice. “Hey, I did my best. I’m sure the tat is getting ready to assist you somehow. They’re not meant to harm their owners.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right. I feel this is my last chance. I can’t keep running from these wraiths forever.”  
 
    “The Perforators?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I call them Perforators. You know how they penetrate your flesh with pricks and static, trying to possess you.” 
 
    “Hmm. Fitting name I suppose. Anyway, I’m going to make my last stand soon; victory or death.”  
 
    “Hey, why don’t you come by the shop? We’ll do it together; Kelly Sage and William Hendricks’ last stand.”  
 
    A long pause followed. He thought he heard a sob or two. If she was crying, she quickly regained composure. 
 
    “I can’t involve you,” she said, her voice hushed to a near whisper. “I practically twisted your arm to help me pierce through. I’m not putting you in danger again. That’s final.” 
 
    He balled his free hand into a fist. “Don’t do this, Kelly. Come to the shop. It’ll even the odds. Two against two.”   
 
    She burst into tears that crackled and hissed through the tiny cell phone speaker. William pulled the phone away from his ear. He waited for a response. 
 
    “Kelly?” 
 
    “Wish me luck, silly Willy. Goodbye.” The phone went dead.  
 
    “Damn it!” He slammed his fist against the wall. He pulled her number up to the tiny cell phone screen and hit the call button. His call went straight to voice mail. She had already turned off her phone. 
 
    He pulled up the sleeve of his Inkenstein denim jacket, exposing the beautiful inking of Mother Mary clasping her hands in supplication. Although raised Catholic, he had never made room for prayer and even in this most desperate of times, he could not bring himself to invoke the higher powers of the religious institutions. 
 
    Instead, he kissed the middle and forefinger of his right hand then delicately touched Mother Mary with the two fingers. It was the best he could do.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: Goodbye 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t know anything. Some help he is.” Kelly turned the cell phone off and tossed it to the side. She fell back on the red bedspread with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    Trish sat at the foot of the bed, massaging Kelly’s feet.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that. Feet are so gross.” 
 
    Trish laughed. “Your feet don’t smell nearly as bad as the rest of you.” 
 
    “Not funny. I can’t help it. I don’t know what is going on anymore.” 
 
    “So William was of no help? What are you going to do? Do you really think those black magic tattoos work?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She let out another heavy sigh, rubbing her tired burning eyes. “All I know is that I’m in a real fix.”  
 
    Trish ran a thumb up the arch of Kelly’s left foot. “You must have some idea.” 
 
    “I’m going to end it one way or the other the next time those Perforators show their ugly faces.” Kelly sat up and pulled down the corner of her black blouse, exposing her collarbone. “Look. It keeps moving.” 
 
    Trish crawled on her hands and knees up the bed to get a close look. “Yeah. You’re right.”   
 
    The Ouroboros tat had moved off her forearm. Three-quarters of the scaly dragon’s body now perched on her upper bicep. The other quarter, including the macabre head with its tongue flicking in and out had curled around to the skin below her collarbone and just above the start of her right breast. Creepy how the tongue darted out of the mouth the way a cat licks its lips before diving into a can of tuna. The Ouroboros couldn’t wait to sink it’s fangs into the meaty flesh of her heart.   
 
    “What is this, seriously?”  
 
    Trish shrugged, her face frowning. “Look, Kelly, I’m glad you’re okay and all but…” 
 
    “I know. Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t planning on you being here in the first place. I was glad to see you sitting on the porch, but I’m definitely going to have to finish this myself. I won’t put my friends in danger.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me how you plan to fight them.” 
 
    “Because I don’t know. I’ll just hang out here until they find me. Then I’ll hope to heaven William knew what he was doing. I’m just going to lay it all on the line and hope for the best.”  
 
    Trish stared at Kelly with her big Honduran eyes. Guilt swirled in the brown pupils. Kelly placed a reassuring hand on Trish’s cheek.  
 
    “Don’t work yourself up about this. I don’t expect you to fight for me. I brought this on myself.” 
 
    Trish bit her lower lip and nodded. “Sure. But...” 
 
    “Hey, this is what I get for kissing the hand of the devil.” 
 
    Trish laughed. “Thought you didn’t believe in the devil.”   
 
    “Maybe I do now after all I’ve been through.” 
 
    Trish looked over the edge of the bed to the swirling dark patterns of the area rug. She pointed at the gold pentacle in the center. “If you now believe in the devil why do you still have that?” 
 
    Kelly looked at Trish, a twinkle in her eye. “Because even if I really did believe in him I’ve already seen the worst he can do, or so I hope. I’ll get through it. I’m a fighter.” 
 
    Trish left the bed and sauntered to the edge of the room, looking out of the second-floor window at the gloom of clouds blanketing the sky. Her shoulders tensed up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve got to get home but I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    “Go. Please. Nothing will be gained by putting yourself in danger.” Kelly took a look at Trish’s Trailblazer jersey and pink Nike shoes and realized Trish was not equipped for the madness of the Perforators. She had already beaten the odds once by surviving the Puddle Town incident with her mental faculties intact. Kelly was willing to wager she would not be as lucky a second time around. 
 
    “Okay.  I’m afraid you’re on your own.” Trish went to the bed, wiping a tear from her eye. She wrapped her arms around Kelly in a bear hug. “Be careful.” 
 
    They separated and Trish went to the bedroom door. Before leaving, she glanced back over her shoulder. “Promise me one thing.” 
 
    “Depends what it is.” 
 
    “I know I can’t help you and I feel bad enough about that. I think William can, though. Promise me you won’t do this alone. Get the tat man over here to fight with you. You said his tats are all black magic, right? Well, the more weapons the better your odds.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise.” 
 
    Trish pointed a finger in Kelly’s direction. “Good. Call me as soon as this is all over.” 
 
    “I will. Bye Trish.” 
 
    Trish disappeared out the door and Kelly listened to the creaking stairs as she descended to the lower floor. She felt remorse. This was possibly the last time she would ever see her friend and she had ended their conversation on a lie. She had no intentions of involving William. This was her fight and her fight alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Absence Makes The Heart Ache Stronger 
 
      
 
    William perched precariously on the edge of a breakdown. He sat at his illustrated desk cursing the cold artificial light of the fluorescents. He much preferred the natural light from the sun, but a seasonal thick gloom of clouds and fog blanketed the city.  
 
    He looked across the room towards the entrance. Almost noon and he still hadn’t flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN.  
 
    Reaching into the drawer he pulled out the Woodford Reserve and took a couple swigs. The liquor burned its way down his throat and warmed his stomach.  
 
    He needed a break in a huge way, but not just from the parade of wannabes who requested little blip tats for the most superficial reasons. He also needed relief from frequent bouts of paranoia. Recently he had spent many restless nights at Inkenstein. When he wasn’t suffering Sleep Crusher attacks he had the foreboding feeling of being watched, as if something had hunkered down in the shadows of the ink parlor, patiently waiting as a hunter waits for a buck to enter the crosshairs. 
 
     “Show yourself you filthy cowards!” William screamed. He took a swig from the Woodford Reserve flask. Whatever he thought was haunting his shop remained concealed, biding its time, tormenting him with the hint of its presence. 
 
    Paranoia the destroyer! William now had a full grasp of the meaning behind those lyrics. He’d experienced mild marijuana induced paranoia in the past, but the paranoia he now felt threatened to unravel his sanity.  
 
    Time to check into the closest mental sanatorium. He followed that thought with another lengthy swig of bourbon. 
 
    A week had passed since Kelly’s phone call, adding another bullet point to the long list of excuses causing his mental debilitation. He tried calling her several times and received no answer. Visiting her house crossed his mind, but he realized he had never bothered to find out her exact address. Their relationship had mostly been limited to hanging out at Inkenstein.   
 
    William had heard the phrase ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’. The Roman poet who originated that line had not taken guilt into account. Factor guilt into the equation and you’re left with ‘absence makes the heart ache stronger’.   
 
    These days, he experienced more guilt than the illegitimate son of a Catholic priest. Every day that passed without news from Kelly felt as if somebody had hammered a railroad spike through his heart.  
 
    Stale tainted air from the baseboard heaters, coupled with the smell of disinfectant and ink, made his head reel. Hoping to clear the dizziness, he exited the ink parlor and welcomed the biting chill of the December air out on Second Avenue. 
 
    He leaned against the shop window, just to the side of the green Inkenstein beast. He pocketed the Woodford flask. It wouldn’t do his business any good to be caught in public taking sips of bourbon.   
 
    Rolling up the sleeves of his Inkenstein denim jacket, he took a long look at his forearms. The Maltese Knight and the Ouroboros tattoos sat in their respective positions, one on each arm. Try as he might, he couldn’t unlock their secrets. He prayed Kelly fared better.  
 
    A figure approached, wearing a black wool trench coat.  
 
    “Hey, Tat Man. I was just coming to see you.”  
 
    “Well here I am,” William said, scrutinizing the kid. The boy looked in his late teens. Despite the cold, he wore no hat and his close cropped ash brown hair glistened from the misty air. The knot of a midnight blue necktie speckled with snowflakes stuck out of the unzipped area near the top of his coat.  
 
    What was up with the outdated threads? He looked like a member from the dying breed of door to door vacuum salesmen or bible thumpers.  
 
    “Thanks for the tat. I love it.”  
 
    “Which one?” William asked, racking his brain for a clue to the kid’s identity.  
 
    “Blue Oyster Cult. Smashing.”  
 
    “Oh yeah. Good tattoo. I remember. The cross with the upside down question mark.” 
 
    The All-American boy nodded. “I’ve showed some of my church buddies, only the ones I can trust. My church Elders would flip if they saw it. After all, the bible forbids tattooing.” 
 
    “It does? I’ve never heard that and I was raised Catholic.” 
 
    “Hate to say it but most of you Catholics don’t know your bible.” 
 
    William laughed. “And you do?” 
 
    “Leviticus 19:28. ‘Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put tattoo marks on yourselves. I am Adonai’.”  
 
    “Adonai?” 
 
    “Most bible translations would read ‘Jehovah’ or simply ‘Lord’. But we use our own translation.” 
 
    “Cripes, kid. You’re from another galaxy.” 
 
    The boy’s enthusiasm deflated. He bowed his head, dejected. “Yeah, so I’ve been told.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. You know, my friend Kelly spoke fondly of you and she’s an exceptional person. She doesn’t fit the norm either. For that matter neither do I. Being different is a good thing.” 
 
    “Really?” The boy seemed genuinely pleased that Kelly had mentioned him in a favorable light. “Kelly’s cool. That’s the reason I came to see you. She hasn’t been at school at all last month and she never returns my phone calls. Have you seen her lately?” 
 
    William’s lip quivered and he turned away. “Nope. I’m afraid I’m of no help in that department. I’ve been wondering the same myself.” 
 
    “I wonder where she could be.”   
 
    William did not want to drag this innocent bystander into the insanity of his hunches. “Tell you what. Leave me your phone number and if I hear anything I’ll give you a ring.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d appreciate that.” The kid rattled off his digits and William concentrated on committing them to memory. “Promise you’ll call if you hear something?” 
 
    “Promise. Hey, what was your name again?” 
 
    “Justin Vandermeer. William, right? Well it was good seeing you again.” 
 
    William watched the boy turn the corner. A feeling of nostalgia descended. He remembered the religious tract Kelly had given him, published by Justin’s religious group. She had been intrigued with the art, telling him the Armageddon depictions might inspire new flash designs to draw on his wall. It was just like her to gravitate to art created by an obscure apocalypse cult. That was Kelly in a nut shell. She had a multitude of layers, making her all the more fascinating.  
 
    Oh, how he missed her. She was gone, possibly lost for good because of his ineffectiveness. The thought heaped on more self-blame, more guilt.  
 
    He couldn’t deny it. Absence does make the heart ache stronger.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Final Stands 
 
      
 
    The skin on her breast bone itched. Kelly looked in the dresser mirror, lifting the black blouse. The head had slithered another couple inches, resting just above her sternum. It was progressing at a faster rate, covering as much territory in the past hour as it had in days.  
 
    Irritated flesh marked the dragon’s path, the red skin leading like a marked trail back to the laser treated patch of skin where the faint, almost invisible image of the circular Ouroboros still remained. Kelly grimaced. She couldn’t wait for this to end. 
 
    A little over a week had passed since her phone conversation with Willy and the ensuing goodbye with Trish. At first she had struggled over an excuse to explain her prolonged absence to Alma. However, she couldn’t come up with any realistic explanations that didn’t involve the truth. 
 
    Turned out she didn’t have to worry. The ogre had not come home any of the nights since her return. Maybe he had shacked up at another woman’s house. Maybe he had keeled over in an alley from siroccos of the liver. Maybe he had been crushed by a falling tree; one of the job hazards associated with logging.  
 
    Whatever the reason for his absence, Kelly delighted in having the place to herself. The fact the Perforators had not found her yet added to her delight. They would find her eventually. They always did.  
 
    Looking at the flicking dragon tongue on her sternum she knew she had to hatch a plan sooner than later. The creepy dream of the tattoo munching on her heart still tormented her every night. 
 
    She thought back to her conversation with Willy. He had suggested that the tat might be looking for a way off of her skin. It was the closest thing to real advice she had managed to pry out of him. Building upon that notion, an idea began to form.  
 
    Excited to have some sort of strategy, she put on her vegetan jacket and boots. She entered the hall, glancing through the open door of her stepfather’s bedroom; empty, as it had been all week.  
 
    She reflected on the cold and empty demeanor the house had adopted since her mother’s death. Should she survive the upcoming encounter with the Perforators she would leave this place and find a home conducive to healing, somewhere where she could forget the past and start anew.  
 
    Kelly took the stairs two at a time. On the main floor she stopped in the kitchen. She heated two slices of leftover pizza in the microwave, removing the greasy slices of pepperoni.  
 
    The food filled the void of her hunger. As the last bit of oily crust slid down her throat she heard the front door open. 
 
    Startled, she jumped off the counter stool, threw the back door open and ran onto the rain slick cedar deck. Her black boots failed to find traction. She slipped and slid into the patio furniture with a loud crash, landing on her ass.  
 
    Her mind panicked. Surely the Perforators had heard her clumsy fall. They would be upon her in seconds. She thought about her only defense, the Ouroboros. As she sat on the wet deck with her legs entangled in a toppled folding chair she focused on the black magic ink, pleading for its protection.  
 
    “Kelly?”  
 
    The voice sounded familiar; not the Perforators. She should have known. She had heard the front door open. The pierced wraiths never opened doors. They floated right through them.    
 
    As the realization set in she groaned. She didn’t know which was worse, battling the wraiths or encountering her stepfather.  
 
    Alma took a hesitant step out the back door. He looked a mess standing there with his usually tousled hair plastered to his head by driving rain. Mud stains smeared his Hanes T-shirt and lumps of sodden earth clogged the soles of his logging boots. Obviously, he had suffered through another rough day of logging in the rain.   
 
    He moved in slow steps as if any sudden movement would dissipate the mirage he saw as his daughter. He righted the lawn chair and sat down, not offering to help Kelly to her feet.  
 
    “You’re back.” He reached out a calloused hand and touched her cheek, confirming that she was more than a wishful vision. “You look different. You cut your hair. And what’s up with your Gothic Lolita look? It’s harsher. I like it even less now.” 
 
     Kelly didn’t answer. She couldn’t even get to her feet. She sat on the wet cedar, cowering at the ogre’s feet. 
 
    “I said I don’t like the new look, Kelly.” 
 
    She kept her head down. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “So that’s how it’s going to be. You never did care about what I wanted, or needed, did you?” 
 
    “No. And I never will.” 
 
    Alma sneered. “All I want is a normal child. One that wears the cute flower print dresses you used to wear to church. What ever happened to that sweet little girl?” 
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
    “How brutal. You disappear for a month and then have the audacity to talk to me like that.”  
 
    Kelly summoned the nerve to look up at her stepfather’s leering face. “Don’t turn this around on me.”   
 
    “Okay, let’s just back up a moment. What I’m trying to say is that I missed you. After losing mom I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you too.”  
 
    Kelly saw a hint of remorse flash in his eyes. It was far too late for sympathies. She refused to give him an inch. “How convenient for you to say after all you’ve done to screw up my life.” 
 
    Alma’s face contorted and his eyes narrowed. “For god’s sakes it hasn’t been exactly a cake walk for me either. Losing mom has left its mark. I’m doing the best I can.” 
 
    Doing the best he can? Kelly wasn’t buying the same tired excuse every deficient parent uses when confronted by an angry child.  
 
    “If you really want what’s best for me just stay away. Keep out of my life.” Kelly surprised herself with the sudden boldness. She refused to live in fear of the pathetic ogre any longer. She had survived imprisonment on a living tower of flesh and battled pierced wraiths. What could her poor excuse of a dad possibly do to top that?    
 
    Breathing a lungful of the wet Oregon air, she made a move to get to her feet. Alma thrust out a hand, pushing down on her shoulder to keep her in a subservient position. His eyes filled with hatred. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Kelly said, directing a frigid stare in his direction. 
 
    Alma looked at her warily as if trying to figure out to what degree his generally 
 
    compliant daughter had transformed. His aggressiveness went flaccid like a rose withering in desert heat.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s happened to you but I don’t like it.” He removed his hand. 
 
    Kelly stood, squaring her shoulders. “What’s happened is that I’m finally not letting my fear of you mask what an asshole you truly are.” She scrunched her eyes.  
 
    “What’s with the look? You threatening me?” Any brief period of regret he might have felt surrendered to rage. Rain dripped off his face. His nostrils flared.  
 
    “Don’t do it.” 
 
    Alma didn’t listen. He lashed out with a logging boot and struck her in the knee.  
 
    Kelly collapsed to the wet deck, grabbing her leg. She threw her hands protectively around her head, bracing for the next blow. It never came. She heard the stomp of Alma’s boots as he stormed away. The door to the house slammed behind him, leaving Kelly curled into herself on the soaked wood. 
 
    The rain slowed to a tolerable drizzle. She made no move to get out of the dampness. She lay with her face touching the deck, thinking she was now quite capable of committing murder. She had restrained Willy’s desire to do so weeks ago but regretted it now. The ogre would never change. He would always be a beast and as with any animal that bites the hand of a human, he must be put down.   
 
    Itching skin claimed her attention. She reached under the collar of her fake leather jacket and scratched an area near the top of her left breast. The Ouroboros had progressed another few centimeters.  
 
    Knowing time was of the essence, she made her way across the wet grassy yard. 
 
    She had just taken a firm stand with her dad, but there were bigger stands soon to come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: Removal 
 
      
 
    A yellow painted pre-fabricated storage shed had been constructed in the west corner of the back yard, next to a barren apple tree whose late autumn produce had been reduced to a handful of fruit rotting on the wet ground. Kelly kicked through the apples littering the grass, wincing as a bolt of fiery pain shot through her damaged knee. 
 
    She cursed Alma under her breath and entered the small shed. She had taken too many blows recently. His reign of terror would soon end. 
 
    An extension cord leading from the top corner of the nearby garage ran through a hole drilled near the roof of the shed. The cord led to a portable light hanging from the center beam of the ceiling. She pushed the button on the handle to activate the light. 
 
    A lawnmower, rusting tool chests, abandoned lawn chairs, camping equipment and other riffraff made it nearly impossible to stand within the crammed vinyl storage structure. It took several minutes of digging through the assorted junk until she found what she was looking for.  
 
    Kelly pulled the compact portable camp grill from beneath a metal ice chest. Though the rain had slowed to a drizzle, she didn’t want to be outside. She removed a bunch of objects out of the shed, depositing them just beyond the entrance, creating enough room to set up the grill on the ice chest. She grabbed a small propane tank and screwed it onto the grill. She depressed the button, hearing the click and release of gas. A bright blue flame shot out of the burner.  
 
    It might be trying to figure out a way to get off your skin.  
 
    Kelly’s slim hopes hung on those words. She prayed silly Willy was right. She removed her jacket and pulled down the collar of her black blouse. The head of the encroaching dragon had curled onto her left breast. The black tongue flicked in and out.  
 
    What was the matter with the stupid tat? Couldn’t it find its own way off of her body? Did it need a little assistance?  
 
    She looked for a sharp tool. She found a hacksaw half eaten away by rust. No good. The camp grill flame would not effectively sterilize it. No sense giving herself tetanus.  
 
    She dug through more tools and found a machete. She needed something more sophisticated. Though she didn’t want to go anywhere near the ogre’s den necessity dictated she risk a trip to the kitchen. She cursed herself for having left the scalpel with Willy at Inkenstein.  
 
    She crept across the yard, up the cedar deck and opened the back door. She paused and listened. She heard the sounds of some sporting event coming from the television upstairs in the ogre’s den. Good. She slipped through the door and tiptoed across the tiled floor to the utensil drawer. 
 
    A gentle touch stopped her. She looked around. Nobody there. It came again like an invisible finger poking the back of her skull. She shook her head, chalking it up to a heightened state of anxiety. She opened the drawer and pulled out a clean butcher knife.  
 
    As she made to leave the touch returned, an insistent pressing where her spinal cord met her cranium. She spun around. Still nobody there. She stuck her head into the adjoining hall. Empty.  
 
    Puzzled, she returned to the back door. Just as she prepared to step out into the wet air a burst of static shot through her skull like a million bugs scampering across her brain. 
 
    Dear Jesus. 
 
     She didn’t stop to think about how much time she had. She jumped into motion, leaping down the deck steps and sprinting to the tool shed. The camp grill had heated in her absence, raising the temperature in the shed by a few welcoming degrees. She ripped off her faux leather blouse. 
 
    Adrenaline dumped into Kelly’s blood stream as she prepared for the unthinkable. She heated the knife over the flame, sterilizing it as best as the circumstances allowed.   
 
    She fought to keep her over stimulated mind disciplined and controlled. She needed something to bite down on. She rummaged around and found a pile of red shop rags on a workbench. Gasoline fumes rose from the rags but they would have to do. She rolled up one of the less smelly ones and placed it between her teeth, biting down hard.  
 
    Glancing down at the flickering tongue, she paused. Could she really do this? Even if the tattoo didn’t end up protecting her the way Willy had envisioned at least she would have the aberration removed from her skin once and for all. Her actions would finish what the laser removal had failed to do.   
 
    Biting down harder on the oily rag, Kelly brought the sharp knife point to a spot just beyond the flickering tongue. She pressed hard enough to produce a teardrop of blood. She feared seeing the red fluid would dampen her enthusiasm. It didn’t. The sight of the scarlet drop encouraged her, bolstered her resolve. She dug in deeper; pushing the tip deep enough to get under the black magic tat.  
 
    Kelly screamed. The rag in her mouth muffled the sound and prevented her from biting her lips or tongue. Tears of pain leaked out the corners of her eyes.  
 
    She kept cutting her flesh. The butcher knife proved to be a clumsy tool in comparison to her scalpel. She hadn’t envisioned this being easy, but the sheer scope of the job threatened to derail her intentions. Swirling dots filled her vision as she fought to keep consciousness. 
 
    Through the pain she wondered how it had gotten to this point. Her expectations for piercing through had been higher. She had believed she would enter some magical realm to replace the pain and turmoil of her everyday existence. Instead, she had been reduced to hiding in a storage shed like a hunted animal, pursued by ghostly wraiths who wanted to take her back to a world of darkness and a living tower of imprisoned human bodies.  
 
    To hell with them.  
 
    Taking a deep breath she chomped down on the red rag and resumed cutting around the tattoo.  
 
    Her mind pictured a butcher carving out a flank of beef; only she was the butcher as well as the meat. She had cut a good five inches of the Ouroboros loose. She had three more inches to go when the tat sprang into motion, its head and upper body flapping like a flag in a stiff breeze. 
 
    Kelly jumped, startled by the sudden animation. She recovered and focused on completely severing the tattoo from her body. She dug in and sawed until she had cut around the entire outline of the Ouroboros. The strip of skin jumped from her grip, landing on the shed floor, slithering towards the open door like a garden snake seeking escape.  
 
    The abrupt movement caught her off guard. She jumped forward, stomping down and squishing the flap of skin with the sole of her boot. She lifted the boot and pinched the edge of the fleshy tattoo with her finger and thumb. Grimacing in disgust she lifted the freed tat in front of her face. 
 
    It hadn’t been a clean cut. Curtains of flesh and skin hung off the outer edges of the Ouroboros. Its underside looked like a wet raw flank steak. She fought to keep it under control. It squirmed and writhed like an earthworm on a fish hook. 
 
    She stared at the wiggling piece of flesh. Willy had insisted the black magic tattoo would come to her assistance, protect her from the Perforators. She still couldn't see it. How could this absurd piece of mutilated flesh come to her aid? It made about as much sense as relying on herself to be a pallbearer at her own funeral.  
 
    Kelly felt the heat from the camp grill and smiled. She tossed the flapping tattoo onto the hot grill grate. An explosion of smoke filled the air as the flesh contacted the grill surface. The smell of burning ink and blood assailed her senses, causing her to double over with a strong desire to retch.  
 
    The invisible touch found her again, caressing the nape of her neck like an insistent lover’s stroke seeking entrance to secret places.  
 
    She swatted at the prodding presence, looking around to see if she could spot the culprit. Instead she spotted a fleshy looking mass side winding between her feet. She grabbed it before it could escape through the shed door.  
 
    Grill marks marred the flap of skin like seared meat. The Ouroboros struggled against her grip, fighting for its freedom.  
 
    She tossed the squirming mass back onto the grill. This time she locked the lid in place in hopes of getting rid of the abomination for good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Battling The Perforators 
 
      
 
    Smoke poured out the side vents and the lid rattled as the Ouroboros flipped and flopped, clamoring for escape.    
 
    Having contained the offensive tat, Kelly refocused on the prying presence she fought so hard to keep out. Eventually the invisible finger found its way inside, filling the confines of her skull with a blast of crackles and pops. Her knees wanted to buckle under the intensity of the static burst.  
 
    Kelly knew what usually followed. Sure enough, she could see their forms through the billowing smoke. The ghostly wraiths hovered by the shed doors, blocking the only exit. 
 
    “Are you finished running?” the first wraith asked, its metallic voice grating Kelly’s nerves. 
 
    “You’ve had your fun and now it’s time to surrender,” the second voice commanded.  
 
    A portion of the smoke cleared enough for Kelly to see two sets of orb shaped eyes. The white sockets danced with hundreds of frantic black dots. She turned away from their hypnotic gaze, all the while her mind racing to devise an escape plan. 
 
    She assumed the Perforators chief purpose was to protect and guard the living tower of flesh; chasing escapees their secondary role, and one they seemed ill equipped for. Sure they could induce paralytic fear with their appearance alone. The staunchest of heart would quiver at the piercings, the chains and the hooks that sported mottled meat. However, they moved with the deliberate slowness of a sloth. If you could prevent your mind from being scrambled by the crippling bursts of static you stood a good chance. Their unhurried approaches had enabled Kelly to escape on several occasions. This time she was truly trapped like a dog in a kennel. There were no windows on the shed and the only door stood blocked by the wraiths.   
 
    She thought about diving through them. After all they were ghosts of some sort.  Then she remembered how the wraiths were able to turn windows and doors into dancing molecules. She did not relish passing through their insubstantial forms only to have her physical body disassemble into a billion bouncing particles and atoms.   
 
    As she racked her brain for a means of escape, she heard the Ouroboros struggling against the grill lid.  
 
    The grill rocked back and forth so violently it reminded her of a Mexican jumping bean. She had learned about the odd little beans in biology class. She knew that a moth’s larva inside grew and as it matured it fought to escape, causing the bean to jump. It made her wonder what was happening to the flap of flesh she had trapped under the lid.   
 
    Another round of static shot through her head like an electric jolt. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” Kelly screamed at the wraiths.  
 
    “What we want should be obvious by now,” one of the Perforators said. Kelly cringed at the eerie voice, the crackle and pops similar to speech being broadcast on an AM radio with bad reception. 
 
    “Well, call me thick-headed then because I just can’t figure it out.” 
 
    The second wraith spread his hands wide as if the answer was more than obvious. “We’re taking you back where you belong.” 
 
    “Back to the tower? I don’t belong there. I’m not dead.” 
 
    “True. If you were dead your spirit would be allowed to roam the shadows freely.  Those who venture into the shadows before their time, however, must be contained. Flesh corrupts the spirit as gas does water.”  
 
    The grill rocked and hopped across the shed floor. She gave it a quick glance. “I’m not there now, in the shadows as you say. I’m in the real world. What harm can I do?” 
 
    The Perforators peals of laughter ravaged Kelly’s nerves like metal scraping metal. “You now know how to access the shadows. You’ve figured out how to open its doors.” 
 
     “Then I’ll make you a deal. I promise to never pierce through again. Never. Just let me go.” 
 
    “Humans and their promises. The flesh is weak, I’m afraid, and not to be trusted. Sorry. There are no bargains to be made. You must come with us.”  
 
    Kelly coughed. Smoke filled her lungs and stung her eyes. “If I surrender what will happen?” 
 
    “You’ll take your place on the tower. Your body will grow weaker by the day until it eventually gives up and the spirit flourishes. Then, and only then will you have your freedom. Only then will you be permitted to explore the shadows.” 
 
    “Basically I die.” 
 
    “In the flesh only.” 
 
    “Well I refuse.” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “I’ve escaped you before. I can do it again.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but surely you’ve noticed your foul smell. What do you think will eventually happen should you continue to avoid capture?” 
 
     “So I rot on the tower or I rot running from the two of you. I prefer to take my chances running.” 
 
    “It seems you won’t go without a fight. So be it.” The Perforator barked the words in its strange metallic voice.  
 
    The two pierced villains spread their arms wide and their white radiance intensified, breaking through the waves of smoke like headlights cutting through fog. The decomposing meat on the chains and hooks bounced like marionettes controlled by a maniacal puppeteer.   
 
    At first Kelly assumed the new antics were nothing more than elaborate posturing meant to intimidate, like a dog baring its teeth or raising its hackles. Then an invisible stream of energy collided with her, causing every hair on her body to stand erect. A fresh load of static dumped into her mind and she staggered, fighting to keep from fainting. 
 
    She felt herself moving but when she looked down her feet were locked in place. She inched towards the Perforators like freight on a conveyor belt. The pierced wraiths kept their arms spread wide, ready to welcome her into their revolting embrace.  
 
    Kelly attempted to work her feet in the opposite direction but they slipped and slid as if she was trying to sprint on a sheet of ice. She dropped to her butt, hoping to break the invisible connection between her and the wraiths. No such luck. The unnatural energy continued dragging her towards their open arms.  
 
    Turning onto her hands and knees, she clutched at the pressboard floor of the shed, attempting to find a crack or crevice in which to purchase a hold. However, her fingers failed to find anything to grip. 
 
    The Perforators’ close proximity cast a ghostly radiance across her body like the cold shadow of a psychopomp. Prickly sensations erupted across her frame as if her skin was being perforated in a thousand places.   
 
    Squeezing her eyes shut, Kelly prepared for the worst. Before the Perforators could pour their ghostly essence into her soul an explosion jolted the shed. A solid object painfully bounced off her left shoulder. She opened her eyes to see the grill lid laying beside her on the pressboard. 
 
    A thick cloud of fresh smoke filled the air with the stench of blood, burnt flesh and ink. The din of static in her head shut off and her forward momentum ceased.     
 
    She looked towards the shed entrance. The Perforators still stood like uncompromising sentinels by the open door. Something had changed. Their posturing had diminished. They even floated backwards a couple paces, looking confused, even a bit wary.  
 
    Intrigued, she turned back to the interior of the shed. Copious amounts of smoke obscured her vision but she could still discern a vague form knocking over tools and equipment. The thrashing shape appeared much larger than the tat Willy had inked on her forearm. What else could it be, though? The creature forming in the clouds of smoke had risen from the ashes on the grill like a phoenix from the flame.  
 
    Was this what Willy had intended? Was this her protector?  
 
    Kelly checked the Perforators’ status. They still looked confused, but continued to guard the exit. She turned towards the thrashing beast in the smoke.  
 
    So much smoke clogged the air that her airways started to constrict. She crept forward on her hands and knees. She strained her eyes through the haze, eager to catch the smallest glimpse of what was taking shape in the shed.  
 
    Something resembling a scaly tail whipped out of the smoke and came so close to her head that she could feel the wind from its passing brush her cheek.  
 
    Jesus almighty.  
 
    She hurried forward, smoke inhalation driving her to the verge of passing out.  
 
     She clung to just enough consciousness to get within what she deemed to be earshot of the mysterious beast. Using the last of her strength, she cupped her hands to her mouth and managed to utter two words she hoped the growing creature would interpret as the command they were intended to be. 
 
    “The ogre,” Kelly said through a lungful of smoke. Her head fell to the floor as she blacked out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26: Ouroboros 
 
      
 
    William reached under the illustrated maple desk and pulled out the Hello Kitty duffle bag. He unzipped it and pulled out the drill and scalpel. 
 
    Self-trepanation was again on the menu. What other option did he have? If he wanted to rescue Kelly he needed to perforate his skull and pierce through to the Shadowed Forest. The thought churned his guts as it had before.  
 
    If he could at least make contact with her, confirming she hadn’t been recaptured, he wouldn’t have to go through with his demented plan. Picking up his cell phone, he dialed her home number for the umpteenth time. He had long ago given up calling her cell. It always went straight to voice mail. At least by calling the house he had the opportunity of talking to her stepfather should he decide to pick up the receiver.  
 
    As always, the answering machine clicked on.  
 
     Why the hell didn’t somebody answer the damn phone?   
 
    William waited for the cue then spoke to the recording device. “Look, I know I keep calling over and over again, but I really need to talk to Kelly. Alma, I’m a good friend of hers. Please, if you’ve heard anything…” 
 
    William heard a click as somebody cut into the line. A surge of hope sent tingles down his limbs. “Kelly?” 
 
    “No you dumb jerk,” the voice on the other end said with a pronounced growl.  
 
    “Alma, thank god. Have you heard…” 
 
    “What did you do to her you sick twisted twit? Where is she?” The growl in Alma’s voice transformed into a shrill shriek that could have come out of the mouth of a frightened girl.  
 
    “I don’t know. That’s why I’ve been calling you.” 
 
    “You killed her. You mutilated her. How did you do it? A gun? An ax? Oh no, nothing but the chainsaw for you, right?” 
 
    “Alma, calm down. We need to talk like rational men.” 
 
    “Screw your rationality!” Alma screamed. William sensed the hysteria in his tone. “I’m trapped in my own damn house. How do you explain that, you jerk?” 
 
    “Listen man. I know you’re upset. I am too. These senseless accusations aren’t helping any.” 
 
     “Senseless accusations? I think not. I’ve boarded up all the windows, barricaded all the doors. I don’t know how long that will keep it out. Christ in a bucket, where the hell is Kelly?” 
 
    Alma continued venting like a lunatic. Furthering the conversation would produce no results. William dropped the cell phone and rubbed his forehead.  
 
    Walking to the entrance, he flipped the sign to OPEN. He needed a flux of customers to create a diversion. If he kept dwelling on guilt the ache in his heart would lead him to trepanning. He would mimic Apostle Peter and figure out a way to drill holes in his own head though it violated every principle of his tattooing constitution.  
 
    He sat at the desk, taking frequent sips from the bourbon flask and staring towards the entrance, willing somebody to enter. He didn’t even care if it was some doe-eyed teenage girl so sick with puppy love that she wanted her boyfriend’s name inked on her ass cheeks; anything to distract him from his reckless gravitation towards trepanation.  
 
    Sweat broke out on his forehead. His hands trembled. A nervous tic caused his left eye to twitch. He poured a large amount of Woodford Reserve down his throat. It burned. He coughed, spraying some of the alcohol onto the maple desk.  
 
    He placed a hand on the Hello Kitty duffle bag. He gazed at it through liquor hazed eye. The black outline of the kitten logo swirled and began to run like wet paint in rain. He rubbed his twitching eyes, remembering how the bag had contrasted with Kelly’s Gothic Lolita look. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    William looked with watery vision to the front entrance. His bourbon infused mind reeled in circles. He stood and nearly fell, catching himself on the arm of his leather office chair. 
 
    Please. For the love of god he prayed somebody would come in before he got drunk enough to do it. Please. Anybody.   
 
    Nobody answered his plea. No customers came to get inked. 
 
    No sense prolonging the inevitable. Time to stop being a coward and do what he should have done weeks ago.  
 
    Stumbling like a hopeless drunk, he carried the drill and scalpel towards the back hallway. 
 
    An intense wave of vertigo almost pitched him over. He steadied himself by leaning his shoulder against the nearest wall. Through the bourbon dementia he tried to reason with his mind, but his thoughts focused on one phrase, a phrase he was sure he had recently heard in a political platform speech.  
 
    Just drill baby.  
 
    He righted himself and steered his body in the direction of the bathroom.  
 
    Just drill baby. Just drill.  
 
    His hands sweated. His chest heaved. He felt short of breath, but focused on getting to the bathroom. Once there he would have to figure out some way to attach the drill to the ceiling as Kelly’s adored Apostle Peter had.  
 
    Before he progressed too far down the hall, the entrance bell jingled. He spun around. A customer? Drilling bore-holes on his skull would have to wait.  
 
    The man who entered the ink parlor moved in a frantic manner. He darted through the entrance and turned to push the glass door shut.  His hands fumbled with the lock. 
 
    “How do you lock this thing?” the man screamed, his voice laden with hysteria. Before William could answer, the stranger figured it out. Having locked the door he turned on his heels to confront William. He looked crazed, a man straddling the fringe of lunacy. 
 
    William hesitated. Premonitions fluttered in his gut. The man looked capable of doing harm. Mist plastered his sparse disheveled hair to his forehead. Water, or sweat, beaded on his nose and cheeks, dripping off his unshaven chin. His narrowed eyes wept fear.  
 
    “Don’t stand there you stupid jackass,” the stranger yelled. “We haven’t much time.” 
 
    William took cautious steps towards the illustrated desk. “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    The man flicked a wet strand of hair off his forehead. “We’re both about to die and you want to waste time with introductions.” 
 
    “Look, man. I don’t know you from Adam and you come barging into my shop like a psycho. Forgive me but I’d like to know who you are and why I shouldn’t kick you out of my shop.”  
 
    The man waved his hands in resignation while looking out the front windows. “Fine. It’s your place, your rules. I’m Alma. Don’t bother introducing yourself. I already know all about you.” 
 
    William felt an immediate flash of anger. He lifted the gleaming scalpel in his right hand and triggered the drill with his left hand. 
 
    Alma flinched at the whine of the drill. “What’s this?” 
 
    “The funny thing is I know all about you also. You missing your little Goth Lolita?” 
 
    He watched Alma’s eyes widen in surprise. “What do you know about that?” 
 
    “Everything you sick perv. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t perforate your body with drill holes.” 
 
    “Kill me and you’ll only have a bigger problem to deal with. That thing is not far behind. Once it gets here you’ll want help defending yourself. Believe me.” 
 
    The ogre’s strange talk reminded William of their earlier phone conversation.  He felt his bowels ache with dread. What if Alma wasn’t crazy after all? The image of two Perforators flashed in his mind’s eye like a warning.  
 
    “Oh no!” he said. He didn’t care what happened to Alma. Let the Perforators have their fun with him. William, however, wasn’t about to stick around for the festivities.   
 
    Before he could run a burst of power entered the shop, blowing out the front windows and overturning equipment trays. He ducked behind the desk to avoid flying shards of broken glass and tattooing needles.   
 
    Jesus. What happened to floating through windows and doors?  
 
     This new tactic alarmed William more. He cowered next to the office chair, his panicked mind trying to formulate a plan. He looked at the drill and scalpel in his hands; not the best weapons of defense against the pierced villains. He tossed them to the floor. 
 
        Alma came around the desk, crouching down to look William in the eyes. His lips quivered. “What are we going to do?” Tiny glass fragments had embedded in his flesh, mimicking barbaric forms of piercing. A tattoo needle had lodged in his neck.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Alma repeated, shaking William by the shoulders. 
 
    “Back off you lunatic.” William slapped the ogre’s hands away. “I’m as clueless as you.”  
 
    “Oh no you’re not. You’re responsible for Kelly’s disappearance and you’re responsible for that thing that hunts me. I can’t keep running from it. Do something.” 
 
     Kelly had said the same thing. The Perforators were relentless, untiring in their pursuit. Plus, they seemed highly aggravated at the moment. They had set aside their usual stoic approach in favor of a more theatrical entrance. William heard equipment slamming into the walls, stainless steel trays being overturned and furniture scattering across the floor.  
 
    No sense cowering like a sniveling coward. William prepared to match their bravado. He begged his black magic tattoos to join the cause, doubting they would. True to form, they remained as silent as pictures in a magazine. 
 
    He sucked down a couple deep breaths and stepped out from behind the desk. His mouth dropped open. He stared in awe at the beast flinging itself around the room. It looked ten feet in length, its girth eating up a lot of space in the small ink parlor.  
 
    William crouched low as a large scaly tail passed over his head. So much for Perforators. This was an entirely different sort of creature. He watched the dragon head shoot forward and tear a large section of flash designs from the wall with its fangs.  
 
    As he watched the beast damage his shop, a sense of pride enveloped him. He stared after the serpentine creature with the adoration of a mother fondly gazing upon a newborn infant. In many ways he was the mother of the floating miracle wreaking devastation in his shop. After all he had been the one to needle the design on Kelly’s arm. He had been the one to infuse the ink with blood stolen from the herb shop. This was his baby and he stepped forward, full of admiration. 
 
    The Ouroboros swooped low and opened its mouth wide. Beyond the dripping fangs William caught sight of dark ooze swirling in the serpent’s gullet. It smelled like blood and ink. The dark substance crackled and hissed like magma. 
 
    Recoiling in fear, he managed to lunge out of the way as the dragon’s mouth snapped shut, almost taking off his head. Apparently the Ouroboros was hell-bent on committing patricide.  
 
    William ducked back behind the desk. Alma groveled in fear. He clutched at William with squirming fingers.  
 
    “You did this, didn’t you?” the ogre screeched. “Where the hell is Kelly? Did you sick this thing on her too?” 
 
    “Shut up. Let me think.” 
 
    “Think? You have to think about it? So you don’t know what to do anymore than I do. Stupid jerk.” 
 
    Ignoring the insult, William wondered what the presence of the Ouroboros meant in relation to Kelly. She must have discovered a way to activate the tattoo, something he repeatedly failed to do with his own tats. But why was it in his shop chasing Alma? Why wasn’t it protecting her from the Perforators?   
 
    William peeked around the edge of the desk just as the beast swung its tail with enough power to send the desk hurtling to the other side of the room.  
 
    With nothing to hide behind, William and Alma found themselves exposed to the full wrath of the Ouroboros. It roared and the stench of blood and ink washed over both of them. However it didn’t attack. Hovering above its prey, it curled into a circle and bit its tail, adopting the classic Ouroboros pose.  
 
    The serpent devouring its own tail. The cycle of life. One life ends, another begins.  
 
    “What does it want?” Alma screeched.  
 
    “Beats me. Go ahead and ask it. I dare you.”  
 
    Both men watched the beast floating in front of them. Why didn’t it attack? It kept its unblinking eye fixed on them as if it waited for a response or signal. 
 
    He wondered if this was Kelly’s way of revenging her father’s abuse. If so, how could she defend herself from the pierced wraiths? She might still be in danger. 
 
    “I’m out of here,” Alma said, breaking William’s train of thought. He began scooting backwards on his butt, keeping a cautious eye on the beast.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” William said, scrambling after the ogre. He grinned, knowing what he needed to do. He grabbed Alma, wrestling him to the ground. Alma struggled valiantly, fighting with all his might like a bear in a trap.  
 
    Alma’s logger toned body physically outmatched William’s wiry French poet’s physique, but William still managed to drag him across the floor, thoughts of Kelly fueling his determination. He wasn’t about to waste this opportunity.  
 
    “Time to pay the piper.” He hauled the ogre to his feet.  
 
    The Ouroboros watched their approach. The two men came within five feet from the beast. Using two hands to grip the back of Alma’s shirt, William spun in a circle, dragging the ogre with him. As William came near finishing his circular movement, he used the momentum to fling Alma forward. It looked similar to a track and field athlete performing in the Shot Put event. 
 
    “Have at him,” William said, inviting the Ouroboros to do as it pleased.  
 
    The Ouroboros responded by pulling its tail out of its mouth. It uncurled its body, its head thrusting forward, mouth opening wide.  
 
    Alma screamed and raised his hands in front of his face. The Ouroboros chomped down, swallowing him to the waist. It threw its head back, lifting Alma’s feet off the ground. It jerked its head back and forth like a shark with a sea lion locked in its vice-like jaws. Alma’s legs dangled from the beast’s mouth, kicking and twitching.  
 
    The Ouroboros took another swallow, pulling the ogre entirely into its inner cavity.  
 
    The beast jerked in William’s direction. He inched backwards. 
 
    Dear Mary Mother of God. He knew full well his invocation would fail to reach any of the imaginary divinities. It didn’t hurt to try, considering the beast that had just devoured Alma now directed its focus on him.  
 
    Guessing that any attempt to flee would be pointless, he stood his ground and allowed the floating serpent to approach. It opened its mouth but didn’t attack. Deep in the serpent’s gullet a scene unfolded that fit perfectly into Dante’s vision of the seven circles of hell.  
 
    Smells of burning flesh stung William’s nostrils as Alma struggled in the thick viscous ooze deep in the belly of the beast.  Alma’s flesh melted off his bones like a corpse in a crematorium. The blood and ink gurgled as the corrosive liquids consumed their victim. The dragon’s mouth snapped shut, cutting off Alma’s cries of agony and cutting short William’s view of the spectacle. 
 
    The floating worm again adopted its classic position, its mouth devouring its tail. It hovered in the air, silent and motionless. 
 
    Taking a couple deep breaths, William summoned courage and stepped closer. He wanted to examine his creation. He ran his hands over its body. The scales were less pronounced than he would have imagined, feeling like paper skin that had been drawn upon; the same with its eyes, nostrils and horns. Its three dimensional appearance testified that this was the living embodiment of his ink job.   
 
    He beamed with pride. He now had proof that the black magic tattoos worked.  Soon his enthusiasm gave way to concern for Kelly. If she had ordered the Ouroboros to attack her father what protection did she have against the Perforators?  
 
    The Ouroboros unfurled its body and floated through the broken glass window as if it had grown weary of its creator’s adoration. 
 
    William followed it out of the shop but he could not match the creature’s speed. It elevated itself over the buildings fronting Second Avenue, floating towards the Willamette River. He knew Kelly lived across the river on the east side of Portland. He hoped the Ouroboros planned on returning to help her fight the Perforators. He prayed that her instructions to kill her stepfather had not come at her own expense. 
 
    Even if it was too late to rescue her, at least she had been able to get vengeance on her cruel abusive father. He hoped that would give her some sense of peace and resolution no matter what fate awaited her. However, when he thought about the Perforators and what they were capable of doing, it didn’t exactly conjure visions of peace and resolution.  
 
    William watched the Ouroboros disappear. He sighed and went back inside his demolished shop. A sense of uneasiness crept over him. Perhaps Kelly had received what she wanted; permanent escape from her stepfather’s cruel dominance, but the same couldn’t be said for himself. Vengeance didn’t solve everything. He still felt Kelly’s absence. 
 
    Absence makes the heart ache stronger. 
 
    He could personally vouch for that. It felt as if a hole had been rammed straight through his left ventricle.  
 
    Not knowing how to settle his disquieting thoughts, he set about putting his shop back in order. 
 
    As he swept up glass and straightened overturned equipment, he often paused to look at the Mother Mary tattoo on his right bicep. He started doing something he had never done before in his entire life. Every time he glanced at the eternal Virgin he made the sign of the cross by tracing its shape in the air just over his chest, his thoughts never straying far from Kelly Sage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27  
 
      
 
    Nine months later William still hadn’t heard from Kelly. He did not know whether she had survived or not. Even if the black magic Ouroboros had helped her thwart the Perforators she still could have succumbed to the rot progressing outwards from her viscera.  
 
    Trish had introduced herself a few days after the ordeal with the Ouroboros and through her William had found out where Kelly lived. He visited there every day for three months, always finding the place vacant. 
 
    He would search every room, taking his time, going over every inch, looking in every corner for some kind of sign. The closest he got to any substantial clues came from the back yard. A collection of camping equipment, yard gadgets and tools sat outside the tiny tool shed’s entrance.  
 
    Inside the cramped structure proved more confusing. He studied the overturned grill, the scattered briquettes and convinced himself something ominous had transpired here. Every time he entered heaviness overcame him as if an invisible weight had dropped on his shoulders. The air emitted a taint, feeling clogged the way Portland’s underground tunnels did, the way haunted places often felt. 
 
    Though he spent countless hours trying he couldn’t fit the clues to form a complete picture. He always left the shed frustrated, and no closer to solving Kelly’s disappearance. After three months, he tired of the routine and stopped his visits to the lonely Victorian house.  
 
    However, other clues had surfaced of late. 
 
    William paced the ink parlor, fretting over the latest rumors. Reports of a feminine deity rising amongst the ranks of the piercing zealots surfaced in his shop. In the past week several of his tat customers had spoken of it. 
 
    Some said this deity, this Goth Lolita symbol, amassed an army of wraiths. When asked details about this strange army the replies were eerily familiar; hooks, meat, pierced flesh and an uncanny ability to pass through solid objects. 
 
    All William could be certain of was that the lines between piercing and tattooing were no longer blurred. He had always preached to Kelly that piercing and tattooing should remain separate but he never expected it to manifest into such a distinct division between the two sides. William wondered what powers could be responsible for causing the drastic divisive attitude taking over the city. Friendly debates fell into full blown verbal abuse, often followed by bouts of violence. 
 
    William felt the gathering forces and made his own preparations for the upcoming epic war, a war that the journalism and political elitist labeled ridiculous and petty.  
 
    Ridiculous? Petty? Bloody wars have been fought for millenniums over whose fabled god should rule the masses. Is it any more fickle for a battle to be fought over the purity of two opposing art forms? Not in William’s opinion.  
 
    As strange as it sounded, the escalating debate between piercing and tattooing was uniting formerly opposed factions in the subculture in a way never seen before. Japanophiles worked side by side with Skinheads in the name of tattooing. Grungers worked alongside of Hip Hoppers to further the cause of piercing. Punks, Emos, Hippies, Ravers and the like were all being summoned into two groups. A line had been drawn; no room for shades of gray. 
 
    William knew which side of the debate he represented. He looked at his left forearm where his Ouroboros tattoo once sat. Now there was only circular pink pigmentation like the fresh skin of a newborn. 
 
    No longer in the shape of a circle, the tail eating serpent had elongated into a straight line. In the past two days it had slithered a couple inches up his bicep, threatening to cross over into the region of his pectorals. 
 
    Maybe the Ouroboros wants to be set free.  
 
    His last bit of advice to Kelly now seemed prophetic. However, he was having trouble letting it go. The serpent tattoo was still his favorite. Yet everyday it progressed closer to his heart. He remembered Kelly being in the same boat. He wondered how she had handled the situation. 
 
    The creeping tat was the least of his worries. If the rumors floating around the subculture society were true, then he had his hands full. The Goth Lolita’s army of Perforators grew by the day and it wouldn’t be long before the pierced deity unleashed her vengeance.  
 
    If the deity turned out to be Kelly, William wondered what could be leading her to such drastic measures of revenge. Could all of it be traced back to the moment he had sacrilegiously tainted her skin with the Ouroboros? After all, his intentions had been good. 
 
    Whatever her motive, the threat was real. He could taste it on the summer breeze wafting through the open door of the parlor. He swallowed three large gulps of Woodford Reserve and sterilized the scalpel.   
 
    If this Goth Lolita goddess wanted a fight, she would get it. He would prepare an army of his own and he would not hesitate to unleash their fury on any who stood in their way, even the Perforators. 
 
    An age was coming to an end, of that he was sure. The debate between tattooing and piercing was about to be settled for good, and the face of subculture would transform one more time, as it has a history of doing. 
 
    William walked to the bathroom and positioned himself over the sink. He placed the scalpel against his skin where the Ouroboros head currently rested.  
 
    Time to set it free, at last. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Piercing Through, try Cranial Leakage-Tales from the Grinning Skull by RJ Fanucchi and others. 
 
      
 
    R. J. Fanucchi lives in Portland, Oregon with his wife Rebecca Irene Fanucchi and their daughter Bailey Paige Fanucchi. He divides his time between family and writing. R. J. has written a picture book, short stories and a young adult novel. His young adult horror novel Piercing Through was published by Caliburn Press. 
 
   
  
 




HUNGER BY JEREMY ROBINSON 
 
      
 
    Desperate to solve a global food shortage, ExoGen scientist Dr. Ella Masse oversees the creation and release of RC-714, a gene that unlocks millions of years of adaptation and evolution, allowing crops to use long dormant junk DNA to rapidly adapt to any environment. The world’s food supply grows aggressively, occupying every inch of earth, no matter how inhospitable. World hunger is averted. Humanity flourishes. RC-714 is digested, absorbed and passed on. 
 
    The Change affects small, fast breeding mammals first. They multiply with the same aggressive speed as the ExoGen plants, but a new, insatiable hunger drives them to violence. War between species breaks out. And then RC-714 reaches humanity, along with every other large creature on the planet. Civilization implodes, as every living thing that consumed the ExoGen crops begins to adapt to a world full of predators, accessing genes dating back to the beginning of life itself. 
 
    Peter Crane and his son Jakob survive the Change, living in their family farmhouse and eating non-ExoGen food from a biodome, one of many provided by Ella Masse, who discovered the ramifications of her breakthrough too late. The pair ekes out a living in a world full of monsters, surviving until Ella shows up on their doorstep with her daughter, pursued by desperate predators and men alike. 
 
    As the farmhouse falls under attack, Crane learns that the end of humanity, of life on Earth, can still be averted: if Ella Masse and her daughter survive, and if they make it to the other side of the country without being captured...or consumed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    New Mexico 
 
      
 
    “What the hell am I looking at, Jeff?” A surge of annoyance threatened to overwhelm Dr. Ella Masse’s practiced serenity. She was the lead geneticist heading up ExoGen’s GMO division. She worked with hundreds of people, from hard laborers, to farmers, to marketing gurus and her fellow geneticists. Of all the people she encountered, it was her own ilk that burrowed under her skin and scratched at her nerves. The more brilliant the scientist, the more frustrating she found them. And Jeff Sexton topped the charts in both brilliance and irritating habits, the worst of which was his inability to give a straight answer. 
 
    “You tell me,” he said, wiping soil from the knees of his white clean-suit. Like most of the gene-hackers working for ExoGen, Sexton didn’t just work in a sterile lab. He got in the dirt, observing growth patterns and rates, and water consumption and crop yield. They could have had cheap labor work the dirt, but Masse wanted her people to feel connected to the job. To care about it. When that happened, people worked harder, and in a field ruled by the mind, that meant her staff was working even when not at work. They woke up with new ideas. Beat her to the office. Finished ahead of schedule. 
 
    And that was how they were going to beat the competition, which in ExoGen’s David and Goliath scenario, was just Sancio. Of course, they had Sancio to thank for the relaxed regulations on genetically modified foods. The corporation had pretty much paved the way for (and paid for) the laws that gave ExoGen the freedom to modify food however they saw fit. Most of the time it was exciting, ground breaking work with the potential to alter the fate of the human race. But during moments like this... 
 
    “I see corn.” 
 
    “Use your eyes, Ell.” She shot him a look over the top of her narrow glasses. “Dr. Masse,” Sexton corrected as he bounced on his feet, a belled hat away from acting like a court jester. She’d never seen the man so worked up before. 
 
    Maybe this will be worthwhile, if I can figure out what put the ants in his pants. 
 
    She stepped into the hundred-foot-long greenhouse. The blue sky above was bold and blue, the sun blazing down on them. The curved glass ceiling would have been all but invisible if not for the white support structure. The room looked more like it belonged on a space station, except for the corn. Rows of it. 
 
    She stepped up to the nearest ear, gripped the husk and peeled it down, revealing a grid of bright yellow, bulbous corn kernels. 
 
    “Zea mays indenta,” she said, identifying the Dent strain of corn used for feed, processed foods and industrial products, meaning it was some of the most common corn on the planet. Nothing special. “If it’s been modified from our Dent-Y strain, I’m not seeing how.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should use your nose,” he said. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    The man just jounced around, waiting for her to stumble upon his discovery. 
 
    She smelled the corn through the filter in her suit. Nothing special. She snapped off the ear and tossed it deeper into the greenhouse, then wheeled around on Sexton. Her lungs filled with pressure, preparing to vent, but then she noticed a different smell. She paused, turned back to the corn and sniffed. 
 
    She could smell the corn. Lots of it. The odor had become so familiar to her that she rarely ever ate the stuff. Nose lifted, she stepped deeper inside the greenhouse and quickly became aware of a second sensation. Her skin prickled from dry heat. Her eyes began to sting. 
 
    Before realizing what she was doing, Masse crouched down into the shade of the corn stalks. But even in that twilight shadow, she could see there was something wrong with the soil. 
 
    It wasn’t soil at all. 
 
    It was sand. 
 
    She stood as though electrocuted, wheeling around toward Sexton. “How much water have you given them?” 
 
    He smiled. “Not a drop.” 
 
    She looked at the lush corn. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “It’s the roots,” he said. “They’re deep.” 
 
    “How deep?” 
 
    Sexton cleared his throat with a smile. “Twenty feet.” 
 
    With wide eyes, she turned to the corn again. The parts of the plants she could see were just a small tip of the whole, with the rest being underground, stretching down to the water table, which in this part of New Mexico, was deep. Twenty feet deep, apparently. 
 
    As the initial surprise and wonder began to ebb, Masse caught sight of the number on the greenhouse door: C-8. “Eight? I thought you were working in Seven. Not like you to make mistakes.” 
 
    His smile looked wide enough to lift the top half of his head clean off. “Come with me.” 
 
    They entered the decontamination unit, which was essentially a man-made whirlwind pulling any dust, seeds, pollen or other potential contaminants off their clean-suits, and sucking it away. This prevented one crop from contaminating another, making sure their observations were accurate and reliable. There were a hundred greenhouses in all, dedicated to the world’s ten most common and important crops—corn, rice, wheat, soybeans, potatoes, cassava, sweet potatoes, sorghum, yams and alfalfa. 
 
    Each of the ten greenhouses in a grouping were arranged around a central hub, spokes without a wheel. From the hub, each single crop’s greenhouse could be reached. But to visit a different crop without returning to the hub, you had to head outside, into the heat. Most of the ExoGen staff had no reason to visit multiple crops. The gene-hackers all had their own specialty crops. Masse was one of the unlucky few who found herself wandering the arid plain, working up a sweat, once a week for inspections and progress reports. Sexton was her first visit today, and if he’d managed to develop a strain of corn capable of growing in the desert...well, she’d cancel the rest of her day and order some champagne. This was the kind of world-changing stuff ExoGen wanted, and it would put them on the map, side by side with Sancio. 
 
    They moved through the hub, a fifty foot wide circular space that was Sexton’s lab. His eager-eyed team of three men and two women looked up in silence, watching them pass through, in on the joke’s punch line. But this isn’t a joke, she told herself. Sexton would never joke about this. First, because he cares, and second, because he has no sense of humor. 
 
    She barely heard the fans whipping the air around her inside of greenhouse C-7’s decontamination chamber. Her eyes were on the glass door, beyond which was the access door to the greenhouse. When Sexton opened the door, she hurried past, punched in the four digit code that gave her access to every room in the facility and pulled open the door. 
 
    Corn. 
 
    Rows of it. 
 
    Visually, the crop was identical to what she had seen in C-8, but it smelled of rich soil, manure and moisture. These were the elements that had been missing from C-8, and yet the result was the same. 
 
    “You did it,” she said. “A single crop that can grow in multiple environments.” 
 
    “In nearly any environment with a permeable floor,” he said. “Resistant to freezing, heat, insects, disease and drought.” 
 
    Masse felt her knees go weak. He was talking about the mother of all GMOs. This wasn’t comparable to striking oil, this was like striking all of it, at once. She bent forward, hands on her knees. “Tell me you haven’t developed a sick sense of humor.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said, and bent down to look her in the eyes. “But I’m not done yet, either.” 
 
    She stood up again. “What else could there be?” 
 
    “You were right,” he said. “I was working in C-7. As per usual, the plan was to plant the crop under optimal conditions. Then move on to the next greenhouse and change the conditions.” 
 
    She nodded. That was standard protocol when trying to develop crops that thrived in multiple environs. 
 
    Sexton swept his hand out to the crop. “This was the first crop of Dent I planted, modified with a variety of genes, but most recently with RC-714. I planted it—” 
 
    “—thirty days ago.” The gene sequence meant nothing to her. They worked with thousands of genes that came and went, and keeping track of them was next to impossible. But crop plantings were far less common and something she tracked with great interest. She looked at the fully grown crop. “It grows faster, too?” 
 
    “Aggressively so,” Sexton said. 
 
    “So you moved onto to the second stage...when? I never gave approval for a second crop.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about the second crop,” he admitted. “The greenhouse hadn’t even been prepped yet. The barren earth in C-8 is the same as the desert surrounding the facility. I found the crop when I opened the door this morning.” 
 
    “Who planted it?” 
 
    “No one,” he said, but then shook his head. “Technically, I did. In C-7.” 
 
    The first real clue of what he was revealing began to resolve, her eyes widening in time with the revelation. “It spread? How?” 
 
    “Remember the twenty foot roots?” 
 
    “Underground?” 
 
    “Near as I can tell, the plants are interconnected, but separate, like the Great Barrier Reef...of corn. Looking at the amount of growth, I’ve estimated that it spread to five of the ten greenhouses in the last weeks, with the furthest away in C-5 being a week’s growth behind C-6 and C-6 a week behind C-7. Like I said, it’s aggressive. The only thing keeping it inside the greenhouse system is the perimeter concrete foundation, which is ten feet deep. The foundation between greenhouses is just two feet deep. The corn follows the path of least resistance.” 
 
    Once again pitched over, hands on knees, the vast implications of everything Sexton revealed crashed down on Masse with tidal force, roaring in her ears, adding weight to her body and then washing away. “How long?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Until it gets out.” 
 
    She knew Sexton would have seen the eventual outcome. Once the corn spread through the remaining five greenhouses, if it was as aggressive as he thought, it would eventually work its way outside. 
 
    “Two months,” he said. “Three at the most. The foundation should slow it down.” 
 
    “That’s not much time,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “We need to get this gene of yours in the other crops.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “To what end?” 
 
    She smiled. “We’re going to feed the world.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Five Years Later 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes I hate my life,” Kevin Travis said, as he looked through his pair of forward-looking infrared (FLIR), thermal binoculars. He tracked a blob of heat moving through the field. From a distance, it looked like one massive organism, but he knew the truth, even before zooming in. They moved like a shoal of fish, shifting one way and then the other, all following the few individuals in the lead. They would stop to feast on the endless sea of food before moving on, sometimes sticking to the wilderness, but most often heading back to where they were most comfortable: the city. 
 
    “Could be worse,” his understudy, Cliff Foster, said. Foster was a glass-half-full kind of guy, but that was just because he’d only been on the job for a few weeks. Travis had been at it, waging a war no one would ever see or know about—if everything went right—for the last three years. And every year, he lost ground, just like the hundreds of other exterminators now in the employ of ExoGen. 
 
    At least it pays well, Travis thought, focusing on the blob’s head. He zeroed in on a single target and confirmed its identity. 
 
    A rat. 
 
    There were more than a thousand of them. 
 
    In the years following what was now called the Farm Bomb, several things had happened. ExoGen’s aggressive GMO crops—more than two hundred varieties of fruits, vegetables, fungi and legumes—had spread across the country, and then the world. The plants grew everywhere there wasn’t pavement, concrete or steel. The company had been the target of countless lawsuits, first from competitors, and then from land owners and governments. But that had stopped when it had become clear that ExoGen had solved one of humanity’s impending humanitarian crises before it began. 
 
    Hunger was no more. No one would ever starve again. 
 
    That was when the counter-suits began, and thanks to the legislature already passed and the lawsuits against farmers already won by Sancio, anyone who grew and ate ExoGen’s food—everyone—owed them a small monthly fee. The company kept the payments low so that even the poorest people could afford it, and ExoGen quickly became the most powerful corporation in the world. After the food problem, they tackled fossil fuels, their endless corn and sugarcane crops making ethanol production efficient and cheap. While all farms and seed companies were put out of business, their skilled laborers were absorbed into ExoGen and were paid better than they had been before. Few people complained. The world had been remade into a prosperous place for everyone and everything. 
 
    Animal populations boomed. 
 
    At first, this was seen as a drawback because vehicle collisions increased, but then the federal government removed the hunting season restrictions. Every day of the year was fair game for prey animals. And a year later, when the predator population increased, all animals became targets. As a result, a large number of people went off the grid, living solitary lives in the woods, surrounded by endless food. 
 
    But there were still some problems no one wanted to face. Like rats. Who hunted rats? No one. Unless they were paid for it, like Travis and Foster. 
 
    “I think it’s fun,” Foster said. “Aside from the military, where else can you get paid to throw grenades and use flamethrowers?” 
 
    “The military doesn’t use flamethrowers anymore,” Travis said, lowering the FLIR binoculars. He glanced at Foster with a grin. “Though you do make a good point.” 
 
    “Hell yes, I do.” Foster pulled a shock grenade from his vest. The device wasn’t designed to kill rats, though the overpressure wave would certainly kill those closest to the device. Its primary function was to knock the rodents unconscious. For a group this large, they’d probably have to lob four grenades in an even spread. Some of the critters would probably escape, but most would fall to the ground, motionless if not lifeless, and that’s when it would be time to move in with the flamethrowers. The surrounding crop would burn as well, but they had extinguishers to prevent its spread. And even if it did spread, there were large fires all the time now. A few C-130s loaded with water could be called in to douse the fire before it really got legs. 
 
    “You were in the military, weren’t you?” Foster asked. “It’s why you have the buzz cut and serious personality, yeah?” 
 
    Travis’s smile faded. He had been in the military. An Army Ranger. But he didn’t like to talk about it. “The new world doesn’t have much need for soldiers. Best it stays that way. Now, let’s get this done.” 
 
    He put the FLIR back up to his eyes and tracked the pack of rats through the stalks of corn. They were headed toward a patch of raspberries a hundred yards ahead, no doubt their intended meal, but the thorny brambles would make their job harder. “Let’s hit them before they—” 
 
    Travis stopped as he panned between the raspberry patch and the rodents. There was a single heat signature. A lone rabbit. While rabbits were now one of the most common animals on the planet, they rarely ventured into cities, making them a lower priority than the rats. But they were still an approved target. What was odd about this rabbit was that it was alone. 
 
    Not for long, he thought, as the rat horde closed in. 
 
    The rabbit seemed oblivious to their approach. Or perhaps it just didn’t care? The species shared the same habitat, and there was more than enough food to go around. 
 
    He watched the rabbit lift its head, ears straight up. It can hear them, he thought. The rabbit hopped out of the pack’s path, but the rodents adjusted, following the hare. 
 
    “What the...?” Foster saw it, too. “Are they chasing the rabbit?” 
 
    “Rats are territorial,” Travis said, “but usually only when food is scarce. But it’s possible that—” 
 
    The rats launched themselves at the rabbit, which sprang up into the air at the last moment, avoiding the rodent cascade. It then outpaced them, running in wide circles. The tactic wouldn’t work for long, though. The rat pack was breaking up, spreading apart and flanking it. 
 
    “This is more like watching lions hunt,” Foster observed. “Rats don’t do this normally, right?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve seen.” 
 
    Travis was locked in place. He could see how it would end. The rabbit had maybe ten seconds before it was surrounded by the now loosely packed rat horde. And then what? 
 
    They’re going to kill it. 
 
    “Holy Watership Down,” Foster said, watching the scene unfold through the lines of corn stalks. They were just a hundred feet away from the action, close enough to lob their shock grenades and put an end to all of this, but they remained rooted, fixated and distracted. 
 
    And that was when everything changed. 
 
    “What’s that?” Foster asked. “On the hill.” 
 
    The flat plain, where the rats pursued the rabbit, was fringed by rolling hills topped with fruit trees. A moment before, those hills had been a cool blue in the FLIR’s thermal vision. They were now a torrent of heat, moving downward, toward the rats. 
 
    Travis zeroed in on a single heat signature, tracking it. It took just a moment to recognize the shape. Rabbits. Thousands of them. “They set a trap.” 
 
    Foster lowered his binoculars. “What?” 
 
    “The rabbits set a trap. For the rats.” 
 
    He watched through the FLIR as the horde of rats, now detecting the onrushing rabbits, changed course, heading uphill, while the solo rabbit stopped running and engaged a single rat. The two heat signatures meshed for a moment, wriggling and twitching, and then, a hot red spray of blood burst into the air, followed by the first rabbit, as it launched itself into the fray. 
 
    The two lines of small furry mammals collided like two medieval armies, hacking and slashing, killing and maiming. 
 
    Travis lowered the FLIR. He couldn’t watch. There was something unsettling about this behavior. Rats and rabbits didn’t wage wars on each other. They didn’t use the hunting tactics of lions or wolves. “This is bad,” he said. 
 
    Foster was still watching the fight, a smile on his face. “This is awesome.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Travis said. “They shouldn’t be acting this way. Something is wrong.” 
 
    “All I know is that they’re doing our job for us in the most entertaining way. This is something I can tell my kids about. Hell, this is something I can tell my grandkids!” 
 
    Travis was about to switch on his phone and call it in, when he heard a hiss. He recognized the sound. You couldn’t move through a corn field without the large dry leaves rattling against your body. But it was the volume that was strange. 
 
    He looked behind them and saw nothing but corn. “Foster, who’s winning the fight?” 
 
    “Looks like a draw so far. Man, so much blood.” 
 
    Travis put the FLIR to his eyes and looked behind them again. Fifty feet away, the base of the cool field was lined with a writhing mass of heat closing in on them, and on the rats, from the far side. The rabbits had flanked them. 
 
    “Foster!” Travis shouted, getting to his feet. 
 
    The younger man spun around, FLIR to his eyes, and saw the rabbits swarming toward them. “Oh, fu—” 
 
    He fumbled with the shock grenade in his hand, pulling the pin and cocking his arm back to throw it. It wasn’t a bad strategy. The concussion might have given them time to get out of the small army’s path...if he’d thrown it just a few seconds sooner. The first of the rabbits to reach them launched itself in the air, landing on Foster’s chest and burying its long incisors in his neck. 
 
    A flash of Monty Python and the Holy Grail shot into Travis’s mind, but it was wiped clear when the dropped shock grenade detonated. The blast instantly killed Foster, liquefying his insides. But Travis, who had begun to run, was simply knocked to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    He woke, five minutes later, his body wracked by unimaginable pain. Shock set in quickly, numbing his agony, but fogging his mind. He tried to stand, but couldn’t. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    He remembered the grenade. Had the pressure wave snapped his back? He tried moving his arms to his pocket and the phone, but he couldn’t feel either limb. With rising anxiety about being paralyzed, he lifted his head and looked down. 
 
    “Oh no... Oh, God, no...” 
 
    The rabbits feasting on his gut looked up, their muzzles coated in blood and bits of his entrails. Beyond them he saw his legs, gnawed down to the bones. 
 
    One of the rabbits stepped onto his chest, its white fur coated in blood, its red eyes gleaming with menace. Its nose twitched a few times, and Travis remembered a time, as a kid, watching a rabbit’s nose and thinking it was the most adorable thing he’d seen. Then the rabbit pounced, landing atop his face, muffling his scream and feasting on his nose. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    Bacon sizzled in a black, cast iron pan. A whole pound of it. The sweet and salty scent filled the small, two-bedroom apartment. Dressed in overly tight sweatpants with the word ‘Juicy’ across her backside, Jenn Waters danced back and forth, humming a tune of her own creation. Her tightly pulled-back pony tail swished back and forth. She watched the twitching, pink and white, marbled meat, leaning her face over the particles of steam rising up, absorbing it. 
 
    Until six months previous, she’d been a vegetarian. Not because meat disgusted her, but because of the way animals were treated—kept in crates, force fed antibiotic-laced food and abused in ways that no civilized world should tolerate. But then, literally overnight, her taste for meat overpowered her revulsion. 
 
    There had never been a better time to be a vegetarian. The world was overflowing with food, and for years, she had devoured her fair share of the crops, happily paying her $8 a month fee to ExoGen. But now...it was like that saying: too much of a good thing. In high school, she’d been obsessed with Cinnamon Toast Crunch. Ate it every morning for breakfast, for nearly four years. Until one day the smell of it made her gag. She couldn’t even eat real cinnamon toast. That was how she saw fruit and vegetables now. Not quite as repulsive, but if she was going to even consider eating a green bean or apple, there’d better be a steak next to it. Rare, thank you very much. 
 
    Lost in thought, she let out a whispered curse when she saw the bacon start to crisp. Like her steaks, she liked her bacon chewy and meaty. If bacteria weren’t a real concern, she might even try it raw. But she knew better, even though there were few smells more intoxicating to her now than a freshly opened package of ground beef. 
 
    She turned off the stove and plucked the wriggling bacon from the pan, depositing the slices onto a plate. She then poured the hot grease over the top. Later, when it congealed, she’d scrape the plate with a fork, leaving nothing behind. 
 
    With the crackling bacon silenced, she could hear the TV again. The shouting voice of some newscaster instantly set her nerves on edge. 
 
    “You left the TV on!” She picked up a slice of bacon, almost too hot to hold, and put it in her mouth, slurping the long strand inside and licking the grease from her lips. She chewed and chewed, letting out a moan of delight. How she had been a vegetarian for so long she’d never know. There were few things in this world more pleasurable than animal fat. 
 
    After swallowing, she shouted, “Hey asshole! The TV!” 
 
    When no reply came, she gripped the kitchen counter and squeezed. Logically, she knew this wasn’t a big deal, but it was just one of many recent irritations. Tony, her boyfriend, was really getting under her skin. They’d been fighting all month. In fact, she’d been bickering with most everyone she knew. The world had become full of assholes, but chief among them was Tony. 
 
    When she let go of the island, the hair on the back of her neck stood up. If Tony didn’t shut that damn TV off, she was going to crack him over the head with the cast iron pan. One good whack, and he’ll shut the hell up forever. She looked at the pan, considering it, but then realized there would be cool grease to eat later on, if she let it be. 
 
    Consoled by this knowledge, she picked up the plate with her pound of bacon and stepped out of the kitchen and into the living room. Tony was nowhere in sight. He wasn’t even watching the damn thing. “Tony!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “So help me God, Tony, if you don’t—” 
 
    The images on screen caught her attention. Two men fighting. But there was something off about it. This wasn’t news footage of a brawl or a foiled burglary—this was happening in studio. She recognized the two men. One was the morning host along with a woman who wasn’t on camera at the moment. The other man was the weatherman. And they weren’t just trading punches like most men fought, they were tearing into each other, clawing, biting, drawing blood. 
 
    A smile spread across her bacon juice-laced lips. “This is more like it.” 
 
    She sat on the edge of the couch, slurping up long strands of bacon, reveling in the twin guilty pleasures of meat and violence. 
 
    Some distant and quiet part of her mind thought, Who am I? How did I get like this? But then the weatherman bit off the host’s finger. Blood sprayed. The host cocked his head back and screamed in pain. And then...the weatherman swallowed. 
 
    Oh my God, he ate that guy’s finger! 
 
    She wondered how it tasted, and then she shoved more bacon in her mouth. 
 
    Then the host kicked himself free and caught the weatherman with a right cross that shattered his nose. She stood up. “Kick his ass!” 
 
    As the weatherman reeled back, the host picked up a laptop computer, yanked it from its cord and then brought it down on the stunned weatherman’s bloody head. The force of the blow broke the laptop in two at the joint. Keyboard keys launched into the air. 
 
    Waters took a handful of bacon, crushing it between her fingers before shoving the mass of flesh into her mouth. She chewed, moaning, swaying back and forth, waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
    The host let the laptop fall to the floor and stood over the weatherman. He seemed confused or stunned. 
 
    Probably because he’s missing a finger, she thought, but then she understood what held the man in place. 
 
    Indecision. 
 
    “Do it!” she shouted at the TV, a chunk of bacon slipping out only to be slurped back in. “Freaking eat him!” 
 
    The host dropped to his knees, lifted the weatherman’s arm. He looked it over the way one might select a steak from the butcher’s. Then he opened his mouth and—a woman dressed in a blood-soaked power suit ran into the frame, dive-tackling the host. 
 
    Waters flinched back in surprise. 
 
    The woman’s face was covered in thick, tacky blood. A tendril of gore—meat dangling from connective tissue, hung from between her teeth. With a primal roar, the woman dove for the host’s jugular, biting deep, unleashing a spray of thirst-quenching blood. 
 
    That was when the power went out. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck!” Waters screamed at no one and everyone. She nearly threw the plate, but noticed the few remaining bacon slices. Energized by the carnage she’d just witnessed, she shoved the remaining bacon in her mouth, swallowed without chewing and then licked the cooling fat from the plate with fervent urgency, like it might suddenly disappear. When she was done, the rage and a new kind of hunger, returned. 
 
    She screamed and flung the plate. It struck the living room window, shattering it, letting in the sounds of the city. 
 
    Sirens blared. 
 
    Tires screeched. 
 
    People screamed. 
 
    A high-pitched wail rose up from the street below. She ran to the window and looked down. Two men were in the street. The man on top tore at the man below, while a pool of blood formed around them. 
 
    She recognized the man on top. “Tony!” 
 
    “Fuck off!” he shouted back. 
 
    “The fuck did you just say?” Her voice became shrill. Tony did not talk to her like that. He didn’t dare. 
 
    Tony never turned around, but lifted one hand back behind his head and flipped her off. 
 
    He’s dead, she thought, and she charged to the apartment door. In the hallway, she could hear other arguments under way. A crash from above tugged at her interest, but— 
 
    Tony...that asshole. 
 
    He was going to pay for talking to her like that. She took the stairs two at a time, never thinking twice about the fact that she was barefoot, wearing ‘Juicy’ pants and a tight tank top with no bra. She hit the lower landing, and without losing her stride, she pushed through the front door. 
 
    She could sense chaos around her. The world coming undone. But she remained solely focused on her prey. 
 
    “Tony,” she said, following up the word with something close to a growl. 
 
    Her boyfriend didn’t reply. Instead, his six-foot, muscular form, worked over the dead man beneath him. When his hands came up clutching coils of intestine, she didn’t flinch. Didn’t slow. Instead, she hooked her fingers, only casually noticing that her fake nails had fallen away to be replaced by longer, thicker, black talons. 
 
    “Baby,” she said, looking at his muscular arm, licking her lips. “Don’t you ever—” 
 
    Tony dove forward with surprising speed and agility. He rolled over, spun around, low to the ground, on his hands and feet. His face was covered in chunky gore. He hissed at her, circling the dead body. 
 
    “It’s mine,” he said, glancing at the body. 
 
    “I don’t want it,” she replied, moving around the body, hunched forward, ready to spring. 
 
    He squinted at her, then licked his lips. He tilted his head to the side, making a show of checking out her ass. He grinned. “You are looking juicy, aren’t you?” 
 
    With a roar, Waters sprang forward, stepping in the dead man’s open gut to reach Tony. She lashed out her hooked fingers, lacerating her boyfriend’s cheek and then tackling him to the ground. Inhuman shrieks rose up from the pair as they rolled over the pavement, snapping jaws, scratching, gouging and eventually—for one of them—feasting. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Kansas 
 
    Two Years Later 
 
      
 
    “Hey. Wake up.” 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    The bed creaked as Peter Crane sat down beside his son, Jakob. “Sun’s up. That means you are, too.” 
 
    Jakob groaned and sat up. “Have I told you how much I hate this?” 
 
    “Every day,” Peter said, smiling. “But the farm’s not going to tend itself.” 
 
    Jakob stood, dressed in boxers. The wood floor would be cold beneath his feet, but he didn’t seem to mind. Probably helped him wake up. He stepped up to the hermetically sealed window, a modification Peter had taken six years ago, back when the world was mostly normal. Back when his mother was still alive. 
 
    Peter watched his son, wondering how long the two of them could eke out a living this way, in this place. Alone. Waiting for the inevitable. 
 
    He stepped up next to his son, looking at the endless field of wheat. Seven years ago, the view was much the same. The difference was that back then, he put the seeds in the ground and harvested the crop. Now... You couldn’t even eat the stuff. 
 
    No one could. 
 
    But most everyone had. Only the staunchest opponents to GMO foods—organic farmers, homesteaders and the subculture of ‘crunchy’ eaters—had resisted the plump crops’ siren song. Those who had the means built biodome greenhouses. Those who didn’t either found someone who did, or eventually they gave in. 
 
    By the time people figured out what was driving the smallest creatures on the planet insane, it was too late. And it wasn’t that the small mammals and insects that ate the crops were gripped by some kind of madness. They simply became predatory. With an instinct to hunt and kill, their taste in food changed as well. The planet was covered in food, but those who had been eating it no longer had a taste for it. At first, the affected creatures kept to their own kind, eating, attacking and warring with other species. But eventually they turned on each other. Survival of the fittest at its most gruesome. 
 
    When larger species of animals began to hunger for meat instead of plants, people realized two truths: it was the food causing it, and they were next. But it was worse than anyone had anticipated. While herbivores turned predatory, animals that were already predators—canines, cats, bears, birds of prey, reptiles—became super-predators, changing physically as much as mentally. The higher up the food chain, the more dangerous they became. 
 
    The human population, which had exploded thanks to an overabundance of food, hacked, chewed and swallowed itself down to a more manageable size. It had been a year since Peter and Jakob had seen another person, and that was fine by them. 
 
    But how long could they live like this, trapped inside a sealed farmhouse attached to a football-field-sized biodome? It was a closed system, protecting them from the dangers lurking outside, both animal and plant, but it wasn’t a perfect system. Something would eventually give out. A water filter. An air scrubber. Something. 
 
    “You think anyone is left out there?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “I’m sure someone is.” 
 
    They’d been in touch with other biodomes around the country up until six months ago, when the generator ran out of propane. They still had power for the essentials—water and air—thanks to six solar panels on the roof, but the battery didn’t hold much juice. Using it for anything more than it was intended for put them at risk. So they’d gone silent and dark. They could have tried to find more propane. No one else was using it now. But Peter didn’t want to take the risk. They could survive without electricity. 
 
    For a few more months anyway. When winter returned, they’d need to find propane. It wouldn’t be hard to find, but Peter hoped that a few more months would mean fewer predators. 
 
    They could eat each other into extinction. 
 
    That was as close to a long term plan as he had. For now, it was business as usual. 
 
    Jakob on the other hand... “When can we look? For others.” 
 
    Peter read between the lines. Before the power had gone out, Jakob had met a sixteen-year-old girl, Alia, who was just a year younger than him, via the radio. Since the cell-phone network and the Internet had already become relics of the past, the only real way to communicate was via locally powered radio. They spoke for hours on end, and though they’d never actually seen each other in person, or knew what the other looked like, Peter could tell his son had feelings for the girl. 
 
    But it wasn’t time. The world was still too dangerous. If Alia’s parents were smart, they’d understand that as well. She’d be there when the world became safe again. 
 
    If the world became safe. 
 
    “Eventually.” 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Jakob glowered at the field of wheat. “Can’t we just burn it all?” 
 
    “It’s a temporary fix,” Peter said. “The fire just makes the ground more fertile, and since the roots are—” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. I just want to burn it. To do something.” 
 
    “A symbolic gesture?” 
 
    Jakob nodded. “A big ‘fuck you,’ mother nature.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s mother nature who’s most offended by what we did.” 
 
    Jakob turned away from the window and began dressing. “We didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “The human race.” Peter leaned against the sill, looking at the golden field, undulating in the wind. He longed to feel that breeze again. To taste unfiltered air. To hear the rasp of nature. The dry, stale air inside the house had become stifling. The greenhouse was better, but the pungent smell of trapped vegetation served as a constant reminder of what had been lost. 
 
    Not the world. 
 
    Screw the world. 
 
    He missed Kristen. 
 
    “Dad,” Jakob said loudly, and Peter realized the boy had been speaking to him. 
 
    Without looking away from the wheat field, Peter said, “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    As his thoughts cleared, Peter not only heard his son’s question, but also the trepidation in his voice. His eyes, which had been lost in a memory, focused on the present. 
 
    Jakob pointed toward the field. “’Bout a half mile out.” 
 
    “I see it,” Peter said. The one benefit of being surrounded by endless, tightly packed wheat was that anyone or anything moving through it was instantly revealed. Right now, there was a single line, pointed straight at the house. 
 
    Something was coming. 
 
    “I’ll keep watch on it,” Peter said. “You get some breakfast.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You know there’s nothing out there that can get in here.” Peter hoped he sounded more convincing than he felt. 
 
    “Fine,” Jakob left the room, his bare feet slapping over the hardwood floor. 
 
    “Jake,” Peter called. “Put your shoes on. Just in case.” 
 
    Jakob stood silent for a moment before saying, “Yeah.” 
 
    The sound of defeat in his son’s voice filled Peter with anguish. This was not the kind of life he had wanted for his son, trapped in a farmhouse, motherless and surrounded by death. 
 
    “Hey, Jake,” Peter called again. 
 
    He heard his son stop without reply. 
 
    “We’ll burn the field tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jakob said, and he continued down the stairs, where a breakfast of potatoes and green beans awaited. When he was sure the boy was gone, Peter headed for his bedroom, a place he rarely slept since Kristen... He stopped in front of the closet. 
 
    While he’d done what he could to make the bedroom emotionally bearable to him, hiding her trinkets and belongings, the inside of the closet was something different. He put his hand on the metal knob and turned it slowly, fueled by the knowledge that something was closing the distance to their refuge. With a deep breath, he yanked the door open, pulling the air inside the closet, out. It washed over him, still smelling faintly of orange, the oil she put on her skin, which, over time, had become infused in all her clothing. 
 
    The smell triggered a cascade of unbidden memories. He could hear her voice again. Feel her touch. Her closeness. Had she been alive now, he might have been content to stay in this farmhouse forever. 
 
    Why did you go outside? Why did you do it? 
 
    His hands fumbled through the dark closet and found what he was looking for. He took the shotgun and a box of shells, flung himself back out of the closet and slammed the door shut behind him, gasping for air. At some point, he’d held his breath without realizing it. 
 
    Perched on the side of the bed, Peter caught his breath. His hands shook. But with each breath of stale, filtered, farmhouse air, the memories of Kristen and her passing faded back into the recesses, replaced by the more pressing question. What the hell is outside the house? 
 
    He loaded the 12 gauge, pump-action shotgun with eight shells into the magazine tube, then gave the pump a quick pull, chambering a round into the breach. He loaded one more round into the tube. All that was left to do was aim and pull the trigger. If they ran into trouble, he’d be able to fire nine shots before needing to reload, and super predators or not, there wasn’t anything short of a whale that could take nine shotgun shells and keep going. 
 
    Nothing he’d seen, at least. 
 
    Feeling a little more secure, he stood and walked to the bedroom window. He quickly found the line of approach through the wheat and noted the change. Whatever was out there had turned at a ninety degree angle and was now walking perpendicular to the house. As long as it kept on going, he was happy to let it go. But if it breached the wheat field and stepped onto the fifty-foot concrete barrier he’d poured around the home and the biodome, he’d put a shell in it, no questions asked. 
 
    He watched the line moving to the side. “Just keep on going.” 
 
    The line stretched another thirty feet and then made another ninety degree turn, bringing it toward the front of the home. 
 
    Shit. What’s it doing? 
 
    He followed the line as it traced a path across the front of the house, a half mile out, never wavering in its route. He listened as Jakob went about his chores downstairs, seeing to the kitchen before heading into the dome, where he’d tend to the plants and animals. 
 
    When the line turned again, keeping its distance and carving a path along the far side of the house from where it began, Peter understood. It’s scoping out the house. Looking for weaknesses. It seemed the predators hadn’t just gotten bigger and meaner, they’d also gotten smarter. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Anything yet?” Jakob asked. They were in the biodome, the younger Crane feeding the three pigs scraps of vegetation inedible to the two men. The pigs themselves weren’t for eating. Their manure, when added to the compost and allowed to rot and get hot enough to kill any E.coli, Salmonella or parasites, kept the plants growing. 
 
    Peter stood atop a stepladder, peering through the large, domed greenhouse window with a pair of binoculars. The line of trampled wheat continued around the property, methodical and patient. “Nothing,” he said, though he felt their visitor’s behavior was foreboding, to say the least. “But let’s keep a low profile. No candles tonight. If it looks like no one is home, I think it will move on.” 
 
    He didn’t really believe that. But he could hear the slowly rising fear in his son’s voice, and he didn’t want to concern him...until there was definitely a reason for it. The last time they’d faced the horrors wrought by the genetically modified predators patrolling the planet, their lives had been changed forever. Jakob was finally sleeping through the night again, though Peter still struggled. He told his son that their low profile had kept them from attracting attention, but he really thought they’d just been lucky. The world was big, and they were far from any of the former population centers. What reason would a predator have to wade through the miles of wheat that separated them from the nearest road or wooded area? 
 
    The pigs squealed with delight, devouring their secondhand meal. 
 
    “Are they being too loud?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Peter shook his head, losing sight of their visitor’s path. “We’re sealed up tight, and the glass is thick.” The biodome wasn’t designed to be soundproof; it just was, which turned out to be a benefit when the world started eating everything that made noise. 
 
    “Are you going to watch it all day?” 
 
    “Until it goes away,” Peter replied. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Might want to stop using the binoculars then.” 
 
    Peter lowered the lens and turned to face his son, who now stood below him, arms crossed. “And why is that?” 
 
    Jakob pointed to the East, where the lurker was headed. “The sun will reflect off the lens. Give you away. Give us away.” 
 
    Peter looked at the sun. It was still low enough in the sky to strike the binoculars. Would be until noon. I’m getting rusty, he thought, chiding himself for not noticing what his son had. He put the binocular strap over his head and let them hang. “Who taught you that?” 
 
    “Battlefield 3.” 
 
    “The video game?” 
 
    “Turns out games were good training for the apocalypse.” Jakob looked unsure for a moment, but then he took a breath and said, “I think I should have a gun, too.” 
 
    “Video games didn’t prepare you for that. The real thing is different. And you don’t need one in here.” 
 
    “Is that why you have the shotgun out?” 
 
    Peter stood statue-like for a moment. There was no way to win that argument. Jakob was right. Having the shotgun nearby made him feel a little safer. It took the edge off. “Noticed that, did you?” 
 
    “Not much changes in here,” Jakob said. “Putting a shotgun behind a curtain that hasn’t moved in a year is kind of easy to spot.” When Peter said nothing, Jakob added, “So?” 
 
    “Jake... We don’t...” 
 
    “You have a handgun,” Jakob said. “Beretta M9, right?” 
 
    Peter was stunned. How could his son, who hadn’t shown any real interest in weaponry, for hunting or target practice, identify the pistol hidden behind the bottom drawer of his dresser? 
 
    “Before you ask,” Jakob said. “Battlefield 3. And it’s the preferred weapon of the U.S. Marines, which you were, once upon a time, before you decided to become a farmer.” 
 
    Peter didn’t so much decide to become a farmer as retreat from the world, where loud noises—screeching tires, backfiring cars, screaming kids—triggered his mild PTSD. The farm had been a retreat, and a return to the skills taught to him by his own father, before Peter had joined the Marines and went on to become a CSO—Critical Skills Operator—the most elite special ops units in the Corps. 
 
    “Also before you ask,” Jakob continued, “I’m a teenage boy trapped in a house without a whole lot to do. It’s safe to assume you don’t have any secrets left aside from what’s in your head.” 
 
    Peter smiled. “Good to know. Found my leopard print thong, did you?” 
 
    Jakob laughed. “What!” 
 
    “Kidding,” Peter said, though he wasn’t. Kristen had bought him the leopard print garment as a joke. But he’d never dug it out of the underwear drawer and thrown it out. Jakob’s reaction told him there might still be a few secrets left hidden. Or, at least, one. Perhaps the biggest of them all. 
 
    “So,” Jakob said. “Can I?” 
 
    “A weapon is a big responsibility. Knowing how to shoot it, which you’ve only done in video games, is only half the equation. The other half is knowing when to shoot it.” Peter turned back to the window, finding the line in the wheat, which was slowly wrapping around to the rear of the house. “Some would say that a gun gives man a god-like power to take life. But for those who have done it...” He looked his son in the eyes. “For those who have fired a gun and ended a life...there’s nothing god-like about it. That kind of power, in the hands of men, is far darker.” 
 
    “But what about self-defense? Or a justified war?” 
 
    “All life is precious, now more than ever.” 
 
    “Except for what’s out there,” Jakob added. 
 
    Peter nodded. He’d feel no remorse for killing whatever predator lurked outside. But he hoped to never have to kill a human being again. That cup of remorse had been filled to overflowing long ago. Enemy combatants or not, humans weren’t meant to take each other’s lives. It left a stain on the soul. He hoped it was something his son would never have to experience. 
 
    But how many people were really left? Odds were, if Jakob needed a gun, it wouldn’t be against anything human. Previously human, maybe, but a genuine human being? They were an endangered species put on the brink of extinction by their own hubris. 
 
    Peter watched the still-moving visitor, hidden in the tall wheat. Its presence filled him with dread. They were the prey now, but prey who could fight back. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “For real?” Jakob sounded stunned. All this time, he hadn’t expected his argument to work. 
 
    “The M9 isn’t loaded, but there’s—” 
 
    “Three magazines and a box of 9mm ammo.” Jakob practically spat the words. “Not great stopping power, but it will do in a pinch.” 
 
    Peter chuckled. His son’s military education had come from a video game, and so far, it was spot on. Peter had gone through basic training, years of service and then seven months of the Individual Training Course program to become a CSO, and his son’s knowledge of armaments matched his own. But could he handle himself with a weapon? There was no way to find out, and he wasn’t about to turn the biodome into a gun range. The first time Jakob fired a gun, it would be in defense of his life. 
 
    “Go ahead. Bring it all to the kitchen table. I’ll show you how to load the magazines, switch them out and chamber a round. But there’ll be no shooting, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jakob said with a sarcastic salute that would have gotten him a tooth knocked out by a drill instructor. Then he was gone, back into the house. 
 
    Peter returned his gaze to the ominous line in the wheat. 
 
    What the hell are you? 
 
    He knew very little about the thing outside, only that it was there and was making a slow circle around the house. But why? What kind of predator behaved in this way? None that he could think of. But the world was full of predators beyond imagining. The truth was, they’d been squirreled away for so long that they didn’t know what was out there. 
 
    The human race had changed. He knew that much. Longer canine teeth. Sharp, hooked claws. A penchant for scurrying on all fours. And a hunger for meat...and the hunt. But had they continued to change? Had everything else? He’d seen one of the first cows to change. It was on the news just a few months before the human race became affected. Despite the cow’s size, the copious amount of food it ate triggered the change earlier. Its legs had thickened, its body slimming to a more agile shape, and its teeth...like daggers. The cow was found in a pig pen, having slaughtered and devoured three swine, chewing a cud of pig flesh, over and over, the way cows used to eat grass. It made headlines as a freak of nature. The whole herd had been slaughtered the next day as a precautionary measure, the CDC guessing it was some kind of new Mad Cow disease. If only they’d realized the true source... No, Peter thought, it would have been too late. The human race had already crossed the tipping point. 
 
    Show yourself, he thought at the Etch-a-Sketch line tracing its way through the field. Let me put an end to your hunger. 
 
    The line just kept on moving, pausing every now and again, but clearly headed all the way around the house. When the line reached the spot where it began, the predator outside would be able to move around the house without detection. And maybe that was the point? Once the circle was complete, and night fell, it could approach the house with less chance of being spotted. It was a full moon tonight, but Peter couldn’t keep watch over every side of the large home and biodome. And that’s if there’s only one of them. For all he knew, there was a whole pride of things out there. 
 
    The thought made him more sure that giving Jakob the gun was the right thing to do. Odds were, he’d have to use it sooner than later, with sooner being nightfall and later being morning. One way or the other, Peter or the thing outside was going to lose patience and take action before the sun had a chance to rise again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The orange sphere of the sun hung on the horizon like some kind of ancient protector, illuminating the world for as long as possible. But even the mighty Sol couldn’t stop the Earth from rotating. Night came like a shroud, plunging the world outside into a bleak darkness. Peter couldn’t see his hand in front of his face, let alone the world outside. 
 
    Moving slowly, feeling his way through the home, he entered the biosphere. On his way toward the stepladder, which he would climb to look at more nothing, he glanced up. The view made him stop. 
 
    The Milky Way hung over his head like a soft, shearling blanket. The fog of lights, so densely packed with stars he could see and worlds he couldn’t, transported him through time. He hadn’t given the universe much thought in his life, as a kid preoccupied with sports or on the battlefield. But then, he’d never really seen the nighttime sky. Kristen had shown it to him one night, after a windstorm that had cut the power. He’d resisted, arguing to set up the generator, but she had pulled him outside, taken his chin in her small hand and turned his head skyward. It was then that he’d realized he’d never seen the night sky without modern life getting in the way. He’d been in many locations around the world that didn’t have electricity, but he’d never really looked up. He was always too busy looking out for an enemy. 
 
    Like I should be right now. For all the good it’s doing. 
 
    Peter found the short ladder, climbed to the top and looked out over the field. After a moment, he thought he detected motion. His heart beat hard, but then he realized it was just the wheat, undulating in the wind. 
 
    The moon was rising. The sun had been defeated, but was redirecting its light to them via the moon. Twenty minutes passed, and the full moon had cleared the horizon, illuminating the field and the circular path that led all the way around it. 
 
    Hours later, he still moved around the moonlit greenhouse, taking the stepladder with him, peering out over the field, searching for signs of approach or egress. When the view from the biodome revealed nothing new, he headed back to the house, which, with its shades pulled, was still pitch black. He opened what once was the back door and now separated home from greenhouse, and stepped inside, colliding with something that should not have been there. 
 
    Peter sprawled back, lifting his shotgun, but holding his fire. 
 
    “Shit!” It was Jakob. “Dad?” 
 
    “The hell are you doing down here?” 
 
    “You told me to come get you if I saw anything.” 
 
    Peter had the boy watching the fields from the home’s second floor. ‘Your callsign is: Overwatch,’ he’d told the boy. ‘Keep an eye out from above. Get me if you see anything.’ But he could tell by the groggy sound of Jakob’s voice that Overwatch had fallen asleep. He couldn’t blame him. It had to be 1:00am, and they had to sleep eventually. 
 
    “What did you see?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Out front,” Jakob said, and he led the way through the dark. They both knew the space as well as blind people might their own home. With nothing new coming into the home, and everything already there having a place, the pair moved through the kitchen and living room without a sound, reaching the shade-covered front windows in seconds. 
 
    Jakob poked a finger behind the shade and lifted it away slightly. “Right there.” He stood aside and let Peter have a look. 
 
    The farmer’s porch, unused for years and coated with dirt and peeling white paint, was empty. As was the fifty feet of concrete between the porch and the field. But the field... Where there had been a wall of wheat when the sun went down, there was now a wall of wheat divided by a two-foot-wide patch of flattened stalks. Their visitor had closed the distance to the house in the cover of darkness. 
 
    It hadn’t breached the house. There was no way to do that without making a lot of noise, but it could be anywhere. Right outside the window for all they knew. 
 
    Jakob slipped his finger out from under the window shade, letting it slowly close. 
 
    “I’m afraid we won’t be sleeping for the rest of the night,” Peter said. 
 
    If Jakob nodded, Peter couldn’t see it. But he heard his son’s whispered voice. “Where do you want me? Overwatch?” 
 
    “Stay with me,” he said and sat in a living room chair. “We know it’s coming now. We’ll have a better chance of...” Of what? Surviving? Could he say that to his son? Could he imply they might die tonight? He’s not stupid, Peter decided. He knows we might die. No need to sugar coat it. “...surviving.” 
 
    Jakob sat on the couch. Peter couldn’t see him, but he heard the distinctive pop of the spring Jakob had broken years ago when jumping on the couch was still a fun thing to do. “And here I thought you were going to say, ‘kicking ass.’” 
 
    Peter huffed out a laugh. “That probably would have been better, huh?” 
 
    “Hells to the yes.” 
 
    “Is that a pop-culture version of ‘hell yes?’” 
 
    “I’m one of few teenagers left alive, right? I think that makes everything I do and say the new pop-culture. Okay, Cream Cheese?” 
 
    “Cream-what?” 
 
    “Your callsign,” he said. “You called me Overwatch. I’m calling you Cream Cheese.” 
 
    “Like hell you are.” 
 
    “Okay, then. You tell me what to call you. You had a callsign, right?” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “Annnd?” 
 
    “Ricochet.” 
 
    “You named yourself Ricochet?” 
 
    “Callsigns are given, not chosen. I was Ricochet...because bullets bounced off me. Which wasn’t true. The enemy just had really bad aim.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jakob said. “That’s kind of awesome.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think so if you were the one being shot at enough to get the name.” 
 
    “I supp—” 
 
    Three loud knocks sounded from the front door. 
 
    Both men held their breath. Peter stood slowly and moved to the window, shotgun in hand. When he peeked out, the porch was empty. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “What is it?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Nothing’s there.” 
 
    “Seriously? We’re being ding-dong ditched?” 
 
    While the answer was technically ‘yes,’ Peter didn’t like the implications. A predator...an animal...would never think to do this, formerly human or not. But a person... 
 
    Peter let the shade shut. “I’m going out.” 
 
    “What? Why? That’s obviously what they want, right?” 
 
    “But not what they’ll expect.” Peter realized that they were both now using the plural for whoever was outside. He had no idea what was waiting outside the door, but he’d rather face it head on, in the open, instead of waiting for it, or them, to barge their way in. Opening the door now wasn’t that big a deal. The wheat outside was still flowering. Would be for a few more days until it hit the ripening stage, shed its seeds into the wind and started all over again. It was a cycle the crop went through monthly. Like the post office, the world’s crops weren’t stopped by snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor gloom of night, nor pretty much anything. The roots were just too deep. 
 
    But if the outer shell of the house was compromised, and seeds made it inside, they’d pretty much be screwed without the power to run the fans in the decontamination room, at the biodome’s entryway. The powerful turbines would be more than the solar-panel battery could handle. 
 
    “Come over here,” Peter said, standing at the front door. When Jakob joined him, he continued, “The moment I say so, I want you to turn on the front floods. The light will stun and blind whatever’s out there.” 
 
    “Won’t that drain the solar battery?” 
 
    “We have enough water stored for a week. We’ll survive one day without running water, and there’s more than enough air for us to breathe. We’re only going to get a few minutes out of the halogens, so wait until I say so, and shut it off the second we’re all clear.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jakob said, but there was a quiver in his voice. 
 
    Real life was nothing like video games. Jakob would learn that lesson tonight, but he needed the boy at ease, or at least not freaking out. “You have my six, Overwatch?” 
 
    “Copy that, Ricochet.” 
 
    Peter saw the hint of white from Jakob’s smile. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Peter said. “On the count of three. One.” 
 
    The door rattled with three loud knocks. Both men held their breath while Jakob gripped his father’s arm. He was no doubt terrified, but the fact that he hadn’t screamed at the knock meant he had potential. There were three things every soldier needed. Brains, which could be taught. Physical ability, which could be honed. And nerves of steel, which you were either born with, or not. 
 
    “Two,” Peter whispered. 
 
    Jakob pulled his hand way from his father’s arm and stood to the side. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The heavy front door swung inward, forcing Peter to take a step back before stepping out. Flood lights cut through the night. Peter lunged through the door, leading with the shotgun, finger on the trigger. The deep thud of his work boots striking the wooden porch felt foreign, like a nearly forgotten sound from the past. And the air... It was intoxicating. He hadn’t realized just how bad the house smelled—of rot, dirt and body odor—until that moment. 
 
    But none of these stimuli distracted him. He swept the shotgun from side to side, searching for a target, but finding nothing. Jakob’s footfalls on the porch alerted Peter to his son’s approach. “Get back inside.” 
 
    “But I don’t see anything,” the boy argued. 
 
    “That’s the problem.” Peter motioned to the left and right. “Could be just below our line of sight.” He motioned his head up to the farmer’s porch ceiling. “Or above us.” 
 
    “Above us? Could people really—” 
 
    Peter held his open palm up to Jakob, silencing him. His son was right—people couldn’t get on the roof that fast—but they might not be dealing with a person. Then again... What kind of predator knocks on doors? The human kind. Unaltered person or not, that didn’t make them safe. He was about to send Jakob back in, but he realized that might start an argument, which would distract and endanger both of them. So he just glanced back to make sure Jakob had his weapon at the ready and pointed in the right direction, which was anywhere but toward Peter. He was surprised and impressed to find his son wielding the weapon in a two hand grip, finger on the trigger, but with the barrel pointed down and away. With nothing to aim at, the boy was keeping the weapon at the ready, but in a safe position. 
 
    “Take the right side,” Peter said. “I’ll clear the left.” 
 
    When Jakob stepped next to him, they took the three stairs to the flat concrete barrier and swept their weapons in opposite directions. With nothing ahead of him, Peter asked, “Anything?” 
 
    “Clear,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Check the far end and then meet back—” 
 
    A dry rustle of wheat snapped Peter’s attention back to the slit of an opening, fifty feet away. Whatever had knocked on the door had apparently retreated back to the field. Assuming it was alone. He took a step forward. “Watch our six. Anything moves, it’s not friendly. Pull the trigger and talk when it’s dead.” 
 
    He hated talking to his son in such blunt terms, but this was life or death. They’d been sheltered for so long, any sugar coating could get them both killed. And while he had trained Jakob to fight, it was against another person, and didn’t involved guns. It became clear to him, as he stepped further toward the darkness at the edge of the flood light’s reach, that he would have to step up his son’s training, holding nothing back. 
 
    If they survived the night. 
 
    Peter stopped, looking down the barrel of his shotgun. “Show yourself.” 
 
    Wheat stalks rustled as a wind carrying the scent of flowers wafted over the field. Peter couldn’t help but breathe more deeply. The air invigorated him. And a week later, when the wheat released its seeds to the breeze, the air outside the house would seal their fate. Opening the front door as briefly as they... Did they close the door behind them? Was it locked? He couldn’t stop himself from looking. The door was shut, which was good. But was it locked? If so, it wouldn’t be the deadbolt. They could break back in without damaging the door. 
 
    Attention back on the field, Peter shouted, “I’ve got nine shots. If you’re not out here in five seconds, I’m going to fire a spread into the field. At this range, some of the buckshot will find you. Five!” 
 
    “Don’t shoot.” 
 
    The voice was raw. Feminine. And weak. Hardly threatening, but it could be a ruse. 
 
    “Step out,” Peter said. “Slowly.” 
 
    A figure limped out of the field. If this was the woman who spoke, he couldn’t tell. The figure was clad in a black cloak coated with vegetation, like a homemade ghillie suit, the preferred camouflage of snipers. The figure carried a large, black duffle bag, similarly camouflaged. Whatever was in there, it was heavy, weighing the figure down. 
 
    “Hands,” Peter said. 
 
    “Too heavy,” the newcomer said. It was the woman. Her face was hidden, partly by the hood, partly by the smear of dried mud caked over her skin. She was gripping the bag like it contained something precious. 
 
    Peter’s gaze moved between the woman and the bag. He spotted blood stains. Some of it long since dried. Some of it fresh. Still tacky. The sight of it raised his guard. 
 
    “Who are you?” Peter asked. 
 
    “I think she’s hurt,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Why are you here? Why did you walk around the house?” 
 
    “I wanted to be sure it was you,” she said. 
 
    Me? 
 
    “That it was you living here. The house was dark. I...didn’t think...” The woman stumbled forward, her knees grinding against the concrete floor. She somehow kept the bag from striking the ground and placed it down beside her. Then she wept. 
 
    Jakob stepped toward the woman, but Peter held him back. “Unearned trust is a weakness. It can get you killed.” 
 
    “She needs help,” Jakob said. “I think she knows you.” 
 
    Peter agreed on both counts, but he meant what he’d said about trust, and this woman, whoever she was, hadn’t earned it yet. 
 
    “Who are you?” Peter asked. “It’s the last time I’ll ask.” 
 
    The woman’s head sagged. “You really don’t recognize me, Peter?” 
 
    When his name, spoken by the woman, reached his ear, the familiarity of it unleashed a torrent of memories and emotions that had been locked away for more than a decade. “E-Ella?” 
 
    The shotgun lowered. 
 
    The figure nodded. 
 
    “Who’s Ella?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Peter didn’t hear him. Didn’t hear anything. Didn’t smell anything. The hunched-over figured concealed beneath a mass of cloth and old vegetation, remained his sole focus. He tried to see the woman he knew underneath it all, but failed. Her voice, though, was undeniable. 
 
    This was Ella Masse, the woman who had destroyed the world, and nearly destroyed his marriage. 
 
    He almost rushed forward without thought, but stopped. He hadn’t survived this long by being stupid. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Walked.” 
 
    “From California?” 
 
    A nod. 
 
    The more important question came next. “What did you eat?” 
 
    “There are still things in this world that grow without RC-714, and creatures who specialize in eating only those plants. There is edible food in the world, if you know where to look...and have a mental list of the more than two hundred plant species you shouldn’t eat.” 
 
    That last bit of knowledge confirmed that this was Ella Masse. Few people knew the ID number of the gene that had transformed the world. 
 
    “If you’re wondering how I got here alive... I’m not sure I did.” She lifted her cloak, revealing a white shirt beneath. There were four long tears, claw marks, framed by bright red, still-fresh blood. With this final revelation, Ella fell forward and collapsed to the concrete. 
 
    “Take this,” Peter said, handing the shotgun to Jakob. He hurried to Ella’s side and rolled her over. He peeled the cloak apart, revealing the torn shirt. He then slipped his fingers between the shirt’s buttons and yanked. The buttons popped, revealing her belly and four gouges. He probed the flesh with his fingers, looking for signs of exposed muscle or organs, but found none. Still, she’d been a half inch from being eviscerated. 
 
    “Will she die?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “She’s lost a lot of blood.” Peter got his hands under Ella’s back and knees. He paused before lifting. The duffle bag would weigh them down. But he suspected, by the way she’d clutched the bundle, that it contained something important. “Take the bag.” 
 
    Jakob worked the long strap over Ella’s arm and head. He lifted it with obvious strain. When he hefted it over his back, the bag moaned. Or rather, what was inside the bag moaned. Startled, Jakob dropped the bag and jumped away. He started to raise his pistol, too, but then the bag started crying. 
 
    “What the hell?” Jakob said. 
 
    Peter was frozen in place. “Open it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now, damn it.” Peter’s patience was worn razor thin, not because of anything Jakob had done, but because Ella had been carrying a person around in a bag. A young person by the sound of it. 
 
    Peter stood, lifting the unconscious woman with a grunt. While Peter was strong and Ella small, the camouflage she wore...the camouflage. It was covered in vegetation. Covered in seeds. In pollen. 
 
    “Dad...” Jakob said, as he unzipped the bag, revealing an unconscious girl, no older than twelve. Her hair and face were matted with mud, like Ella’s, and her clothing was covered in blood. These two had been through a torturous journey. “Should I take her inside?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said, looking at the door to the house. If any seeds got inside... Even if they stopped in the foyer, the RC-714 laden crops could take root in a rug. In a dusty corner. And once they took root, sending shoots down through the floor, through the basement, there would be no stopping them. 
 
    “Take off her clothes,” Peter said, lowering Ella to the ground and following his own order. 
 
    Jakob’s eyebrows rose as he locked in place. Peter met his eyes. “It’s the seeds.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Take off everything.” 
 
    “Aren’t we contaminated now, too?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Peter looked down as his clothing covered in loose, dry bits of grass and dangles of nature. He quickly peeled off his flannel shirt and tossed it away. Then took off his shirt. “Let’s do this quick, son. It will be a lot less awkward for everyone if we’re all dressed when they wake up.” 
 
    If they wake up. 
 
    The pair quickly removed their clothing and then the women’s. Carrying their weapons and visitors, they hurried back to the house and out of the night, neither one of them aware that they were being watched... 
 
    That they were being hunted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Ella Masse opened her eyes, and for a moment, she forgot she was responsible for the deaths of seven billion people, give or take a million. While she hadn’t developed RC-714 personally, she’d overseen the man who had. She had taken it to her superiors, lauded it as the miracle gene they’d all been searching for and pushed it through to mass production. While the blame technically fell on ExoGen, she didn’t buy the whole ‘corporations are people’ scapegoat. Real people worked behind the corporate names, making decisions that affected the world, or in her case, killed it. 
 
    But for a moment, looking at the sun filtering through a shade, illuminating flecks of dust dancing on breezes too subtle to detect, she felt human again. Protected. Safe. 
 
    Pain pulled her from the daydream. Her gut was on fire. But pain meant she was alive. Meant her encounter the night before hadn’t been a hallucination brought on by exhaustion. 
 
    We made it, she thought. We found Peter. 
 
    She looked around the bedroom, but saw nothing familiar. She’d never been in this house. Her eyes settled on a photo on the bedside table. She recognized Peter right away, and the woman standing next to him—his wife, Kristen. A boy stood between them. His son. Jakob. The last time she’d seen him, he was just six. Her eyes lingered on Kristen. Coming here had been a gamble. She didn’t know if Kristen would welcome her or put a bullet in her head. But it seemed the sins of old had been forgiven. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be lying in the woman’s bed—Ella lifted the comforter—or wearing the woman’s clothes. 
 
    She’d been dressed in a matching set of white underwear and a white tank top. For a moment, she felt violated. Without granting permission, she’d been stripped naked by a man she hadn’t seen in twelve years, and his son. She chastised herself a moment later. If Peter Crane was anything, it was honorable, and the only glaring flaw in his character had been her. Plus, she’d been covered in vegetation, both natural and the ExoGenetic variety. She wouldn’t be surprised if the clothing had been incinerated. She tugged up her shirt to find her stomach wrapped in tight bandages. There wasn’t a trace of blood showing through, which told her two things: the bleeding had stopped, but only because Peter had sewn her up, putting his old military field experience to good use. 
 
    Agony swept through her when she tried to sit up, her muscles pushing against the line holding her gut together. But she couldn’t stay in bed. Couldn’t stay stationary. There was too much to do. Too much at stake. 
 
    And she needed to check on her daughter. 
 
    Rolling slowly to her side, Ella grunted and pushed herself up, careful to have her right arm, which was toned, strong and uninjured, do all the work. Sitting up, she had a better view of the room around her. It looked almost unused. 
 
    She spotted a note on the dresser in front of her. She could read the text on the folded sheet of paper from a distance. 
 
      
 
    You should probably stay in bed, 
 
    but I know you better than that. 
 
    Help yourself to some clothing. 
 
    I think it will fit. 
 
      
 
    Standing wiped the slight grin from her face, her present pain replacing ancient memories. The movement shifted the air over her head and sent a shiver through her body. Why did her head feel cold? She put a hand up to her hair and felt the short, stubby scratch of a recent shave. He shaved my head! She nearly got angry, but quickly understood why. It was the same reason he’d gotten rid of the clothing. They had arrived at his doorstep contaminated. 
 
    She headed toward the dresser and opened the top drawer. Underwear and bras. She looked down at her chest. Peter hadn’t dressed her with a bra, probably because she was two cup sizes smaller than his wife. But that didn’t matter, she’d gone without one for so long, the underwire and foam cups would probably irk her. 
 
    She closed the drawer and opened the next. She found a black t-shirt and exchanged it with the white one she’d been dressed in, not because she liked black or wanted to outwardly express the condition of her soul, but because it would help her blend in with the darkness. The third drawer down contained pants. Mostly sweats, but buried at the bottom was a pair of dark green cargo pants. The tags still on them. She imagined Peter buying them for Kristen, never to be worn. She was a far too fashionable woman. For a time, Ella was too, but function was far more important than fashion these days. 
 
    The pants fit, but she snugged them in place with a belt from the top drawer, careful not to squeeze her belly too tightly. For shoes, she went to the closet, pushing aside Peter’s old suits, and dresses that hadn’t been worn in years. She found a pair of hiking boots on the floor, but didn’t put them on. Clothes were one thing, but she’d need to ask about the boots. Supporting her weight on the doorframe, she bent down, wincing in pain and plucked up the boots. 
 
    When she stood, waves of pain echoed through her core and out to her extremities. She steeled herself with a deep breath, and then headed for the bedroom door. 
 
    The wood floor in the hallway creaked underfoot. She froze, listening for hints of predators who might have been alerted to her presence. Calm down, she told herself. You’re in a house. With a locked door. 
 
    It won’t be enough. 
 
    Deal with that later. 
 
    The warring sides of her conscience were silenced by a high pitched sound that was alarming and unfamiliar. She reached for her machete, but the weapon—along with the rest—was missing. But then the true nature of the sound was identified by her scientist’s mind: laughter. 
 
    She took the stairs cautiously, untrusting of the world, unbelieving in the lighthearted atmosphere. But what would the point of that be? And the person laughing wasn’t Peter or Jakob. She stepped out of the stairwell and looked into the dining room. It was her daughter, Anne. 
 
    Jakob sat beside her, still chuckling. His voice was silenced when he looked up and saw Ella. “Oh. Uh, hi.” 
 
    Ella said nothing, but stepped further into the room, eyeing a piece of paper lying on the table. Colored pencils, some worn down to nubs, surrounded the page, which Anne was now leaning over, blocking from her mother’s view. Feeling a surge of protectiveness, Ella craned her head around for a better look. When Anne hid the page, Ella’s hand shot out like a striking snake, snatching the piece of paper from the table. 
 
    “Sorry, Dr. Masse,” Jakob blurted out. “I—I didn’t think it would—” 
 
    “What is this?” Ella asked, looking at the page. She couldn’t really tell what she was looking at. A page of TCAG genetic code would make more sense than this. “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “It’s a drawing,” Anne said. 
 
    Ella gave her daughter a once-over. The girl had a bandage around her now shaved head and a second on her right forearm. They looked as professional as the one around her own waist. Like Ella, Anne was dressed in new clothes, except they were too big, and masculine. She was wearing the boy’s clothes, perhaps from two years ago, when everyone on Earth had stopped buying anything. She glanced back at Jakob and confirmed that his clothing was too tight on him. He’d be in his father’s clothes before long. 
 
    “It’s a Stalker,” Anne said. “You’re holding it upside down.” 
 
    Ella cringed at the word, but turned the page around. Then she saw it. The human-like head, the slender body, powerful legs and arms. The long tail ending in what looked like a stalk of wheat. It was a Stalker, all right, but something had been hastily added to the image. Two large lumps that looked like... She looked up, trying not to smile. “Is this a butt?” She turned to Jakob. “Did you add a butt?” 
 
    Jakob burst out laughing, and Anne joined in. The annoyance Ella felt about trivializing something like a Stalker quickly melted away as the pair of kids—who were just being kids—laughed harder. 
 
    “It’s got a big booty,” Anne said, the laughter pushing tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Shake, shake, shake,” Jakob sang, and Anne joined in, “Shake, shake, shake. Shake your booty.” 
 
    Ella shook her head at the uproarious laughter that followed. “You’ll be lucky if one of these doesn’t hear you two.” 
 
    Anne’s laughter cut short immediately. 
 
    Jakob’s faded more gradually, but ended more glumly. “Are you serious? I thought they were nocturnal?” 
 
    “Used to be,” Ella said. “And even if they are hiding from the sun right now, it doesn’t mean they can’t hear you. There isn’t much making noise out there these days, and the—” 
 
    “Walls are thick.” It was Peter, standing in the second door to the dining room. He carried a basket of veggies, the likes of which Ella hadn’t eaten in months. “We’re locked up tight. Nothing outside can hear us in here.” 
 
    Anne and Jakob looked instantly relieved. 
 
    Peter put the basket on the table. “You’re just in time for breakfast.” 
 
    Anne eyed the vegetables. “Are these Exogenetic?” 
 
    Jakob huffed, plucked a carrot from the basket and snapped off a bite. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    Anne didn’t wait for permission. She dove right in, grabbing handfuls of pea pods, carrots and broccoli. 
 
    While the kids ate, Ella slowly rounded the table toward Peter, who stood waiting, a sheepish grin on his face. “You kept the seeds out.” 
 
    “Until last night, it was pretty easy. Sorry about your clothes.” 
 
    She shrugged, looking over his shoulder. “Where’s—” 
 
    A sudden, hard glare in his eyes stopped the question from leaving her lips and simultaneously answered it for Ella. 
 
    Kristen wasn’t here. 
 
    She was dead. 
 
    Trying to ignore her rising emotions, Ella put on the boots, tying them tightly, while Peter watched in silence. When she finished, tears welled in her eyes. Peter took a step back, and then another, leading her out of the room. She followed, meeting him in the hall. For a moment, they just stood there, looking at each other. Then his arms moved. Just a slight gesture. An invitation, which she accepted, slowly stepping into his embrace. His touch was light at first, but then, as she squeezed her head into his chest, his arms wrapped around her, squeezing, shielding and sparking ancient memories. 
 
    When he leaned down and kissed the top of her shaved head, all of the walls she’d erected, to keep her sane and moving and motivated, came crashing down. He quickly closed the dining room door as she sobbed against him and collapsed into his arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For coming here. For ruining what you have.” 
 
    “Ella,” he said. “There is no one else on the planet I’m more happy to—” 
 
    His body went rigid. He understood. They’d brought danger with them. She looked up into his light brown eyes, as sharp as ever, and said, “We can’t stay here. They’re following us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The mix of emotions roiling through Peter was almost disorienting. His joy at seeing other living people dulled the knowledge that danger followed in their wake. That one of those people was Ella Masse had further muddled his thoughts. Her presence here was either a gift meant to ease his pain, or a cruel twist of fate, designed to open old wounds. Of course, either option meant that some higher power was guiding the events playing out on planet Earth, and he didn’t buy into that. If there was a God, he was shaking his head at what Ella and ExoGen had done to his world. Maybe that’s why she was alive still. Retribution. 
 
    We all have sins to pay for, Peter thought, squeezing the source of his biggest folly against him. His resurgence of feelings for Ella surprised him. It had been so long. But then, their relationship had a long list of starts and stops. He’d known her since fourth grade. Loved her since seventh. They had become high school sweethearts separated by college. The relationship rekindled briefly post-college, but was separated again by careers—his in the military, hers in the sciences. When they found themselves living in the same town, a fluke or fate, the relationship had flared once more, but that time with consequences. Ella’s work had suffered, and Peter’s marriage had nearly broken apart. The light they had always brought each other had become a darkness. He hadn’t seen her since. 
 
    Ella’s voice, fresh in his ear again, was like hearing music for the first time. But then her words finally sank in. “Who is following you?” 
 
    Ella stepped back and wiped her tears away with the cuff of her sleeve wrapped around her knuckles. “Stalkers.” 
 
    “The thing Anne drew?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Ella leaned her head to the door. The kids could be heard, still talking and laughing. Not listening. “Too many to count.” 
 
    “They’re hunting in packs?” The last predators he’d seen were so vicious they would turn on each other. 
 
    “They’re adapting,” she said. “Quickly. Competition is fierce. But what’s following us is less of a pack and more like a herd. Upwards of fifty.” 
 
    Peter’s confidence plummeted. He could manage a handful of most anything. But a hundred? He didn’t have that many shotgun shells. He headed for the kitchen. Poured two glasses of water from a pitcher full of peppermint leaves. A sprinkle of sugar, which was nearly gone, went in each. He mixed them and pushed one glass across the island. Ella accepted the glass and sat down across from him. 
 
    She sipped the water and smiled. “Tastes like a candy cane.” 
 
    “Only because you haven’t had candy recently.” He took a swig from his glass, the mint waking him up and making the water feel cooler than it was. “Tell me about them. The Stalkers.” 
 
    Ella placed her glass on the island. “We should just leave now.” 
 
    “I want to know what we’re up against. I’ll decide if we need to leave.” Peter leaned on his elbows and raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t going anywhere without answers. “Tell me about the Stalkers.” 
 
    Ella sighed and rubbed her hand over her stubbly head. 
 
    “It’s a good look on you,” he said. “Like Sigourney Weaver in Alien 3.” 
 
    “Never saw it.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll wait until you’re ready.” 
 
    “Persistent as ever.” 
 
    “I get what I want.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes. “Not always.” They stared at each other for several seconds, neither wavering. Then Ella cleared her throat and leaned back. “They’re hairless. Black eyes. No noses to speak of. Sharp teeth, of course. Skin covered in jagged plates that jut out from their spines, like oversized spinous processes. They might be defensive, or for attracting mates. I don’t know. They’re fast. And smart.” 
 
    “How smart?” 
 
    “They strategize, like lions used to, using natural camouflage and setting traps. They range in size from a hundred pounds to three hundred. Long arms. Strong legs. They run on all fours, twice as fast as you or I could manage, but they can also stand upright.” 
 
    Something about Ella’s description unnerved him, but he couldn’t quite peg what it was. The creatures she was describing sounded horrible, but it was something else about them. Something inferred, but not yet said. 
 
    “Corn and wheat crops are their preferred hunting grounds. They have long, thin tails—not prehensile, thank God—that look like stalks gone to seed. You could look at a field of wheat, like yours, and see a hundred of them, tails raised in the air, and not know it. Not until they rattled.” 
 
    “Rattled?” 
 
    “They shake their tails before attacking. What look like seeds are actually hollow, hard nubs of skin that make a racket when shaken.” 
 
    “But why warn prey of an attack?” 
 
    “It’s not a warning. It’s a strategy.” 
 
    “Ahh.” Peter understood. The sound was meant to flush the prey into a trap. Again, horrible, but she hadn’t touched on what was bothering him. “What were they? Before?” 
 
    The way Ella paused before answering told him what he feared, even before she spoke the words. 
 
    “Human,” she said. “And you can see it in their faces. But they’re mostly monsters now.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “RC-714,” she said. 
 
    “How could a single gene make all those changes in the human body?” He’d seen people go savage, with longer teeth and claws. It was horrifying to witness. Even worse to be on the receiving end of an attack, and mind-numbingly painful to watch it happen to someone you loved. But those changes were minimal and mostly in the mind. What she was describing now was something different. A species transformation. 
 
    “The gene doesn’t carry any information regarding specific traits,” she said. 
 
    When she paused, he thought for sure she was going to say he wouldn’t understand. But she knew him better than that. CSOs weren’t just the most physically fit or deadly soldiers the Marines had to offer, they were also the smartest. And he’d spent enough time with her in the past to understand genetics better than the average layman. 
 
    She sipped her water. “It’s more like a key.” 
 
    “A key to what?” he asked. 
 
    “The human race evolved over millions of years.” 
 
    “Which is why the rapid evolution you’re talking about doesn’t seem possible.” 
 
    She held up her hands, beseeching patience. “We’ll get to that. Most would say that it took the human race 160 million years to evolve into what we are today, starting with small squirrel-like insectivores like haramiyids. While creatures like the haramiyids might be distant ancestors of the human race, the haramiyids didn’t emerge from the primordial soup, or even from the oceans for that matter. They evolved from therapsids, which were mammal-like reptiles living at the end of the Triassic Period, 210 million years ago. And the therapsids...” 
 
    “Evolved from reptiles. From Triassic dinosaurs. That’s what you’re saying?” 
 
    She nodded. “As species evolve, adapt and diversify, new genetic code is written, while the no longer useful code becomes pseudogenes. They’re like backup copies of old genes that have lost their protein-coding ability and biological function. 98.5% of all genes in people, and animals, have been deemed ‘junk’ DNA. While it’s likely that some of them serve some function we don’t understand, most of them are pseudogenes, going back to the beginning of genes, containing all the adaptations, abilities and mutations of millions of individual species that resulted in the human race.” She paused to look Peter in the eyes. “RC-714 unlocked those genes, making them available.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But why did everyone and everything become predatory?” 
 
    “Not everything did. There are a few species that remain docile, but are certainly more capable of defending themselves. Others haven’t changed at all, like bees, still feeding on flowers unaltered by RC-714. But the main reason for the change was hunger. The release of all those genes created an insatiable hunger—for protein. That was the instigating external force that pushed those species to adapt, first into predators, and then into specialized predators dealing with competition. Over the past two years, new species have evolved without reproducing at all. What used to take millions of years can now happen in weeks.” 
 
    “Leaving us with Stalkers.” 
 
    “Tip of the iceberg, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Peter’s body had gone rigid with tension, but Ella’s iceberg comment twisted the muscles in his back into tight balls. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Apply the same junk DNA scenario to other species. Not just mankind. Not just predators. And not just mammals.” 
 
    “What, like fish?” There were already giant killers in the ocean, and the Blue Whale was the largest animal to ever exist on the planet. While an ocean full of predators wasn’t a pleasant thought, they were smack dab in the middle of the country, thousands of miles from the nearest shore. 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Birds.” 
 
    “Birds?” The first thing he realized upon speaking the word, was that he hadn’t actually seen a bird in a long time. That realization sparked his imagination. The first bird that came to mind was the extinct, South American Phorusrhacos. He’d seen a documentary about the giant, flightless bird. Eight feet tall, three hundred pounds and predatory. But it didn’t sound much worse than the Stalkers she had described. He pictured the large bird and thought it looked a lot like a... “Dinosaur.” 
 
    Ella gave him a sheepish grin, confirming the hypothesis. 
 
    He felt incredulous. “There are dinosaurs out there?” 
 
    Thankfully, she shook her head. “But there are animals with dinosaur traits. Remember, all genes going back to the beginning of life on Earth have been unlocked. The genetic Pandora’s Box has been opened. If a dinosaur trait is advantageous, a species—or even an individual—will quickly adopt it. Rapid evolution. And that’s what really makes them so dangerous. Once you find a way to beat them, they’ll change. That’s why we need to leave before they get here.” 
 
    “Because you’ve been in this situation before?” 
 
    “Twice.” 
 
    “Other biodomes?” When Ella had contacted him all those years ago, telling him to not eat the food, to build a biodome, he heeded her warning and allowed a crew, hired by her, to build the structure. Kristen had hated the idea, mostly because it had come from Ella, but he knew Ella wouldn’t lie. Even if he had become untrustworthy because of Ella, his trust in her was implicit. Part of him wanted to believe she was merely looking out for him, because of what they’d had. But now it seemed there had been an alternate reason. “You’re moving from one dome to the next, aren’t you?” 
 
    She didn’t even try to deny it. “There’s a network of domes around the country, most built using funds I made from ExoGen. I am stopping at some I come across on the way, but I didn’t build them for that purpose. Especially yours. If it weren’t for Anne, I wouldn’t have come here. But...” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I knew you would protect her. It’s selfish, I know. But I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Turn the key the other way.” 
 
    “How? Where?” 
 
    “There’s a lab, off the coast of Boston. I had it built, but the world fell apart before I could get there.” 
 
    “And you want me, and my son, to escort you there?” His words were nearly a growl “You want us to risk my family’s life? I already lost Kristen, and now you—” 
 
    “Your family is already at risk,” Ella said. 
 
    “We are now,” he said. 
 
    Ella shook her head. “I wasn’t talking about you. Or Jakob.” 
 
    Peter’s heart skipped a beat. Were Ella’s feelings for him still so fresh that she was talking about herself? He considered it and realized it might be possible. His own feelings for her, forged over a lifetime, hadn’t changed much. But then she simultaneously revealed the truth and secured his aid. 
 
    “It’s Anne. She’s your daughter.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    If there was one thing Peter Crane was good at, it was preparing for the unknown, whether that be a bad crop year, an enemy ambush or even Ella’s Stalkers. But the bombshell she just dropped hit him with the shock and awe of Hiroshima’s atomic blast. He stood up straight, as though electrified, stumbled back and caught himself on the kitchen counter. Ella’s reappearance into his life was always tumultuous, but this... 
 
    Attempting to concisely express his mixed feelings about the revelation, he condensed it all into a single word. “Bullshit.” 
 
    Ella looked aghast. Then angry. “Bullshit? Bullshit? I tell you that we, that you and I, have a daughter and that’s your response? Bullshit?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “You think I’m just telling you that to...what? To guilt you into helping us?” 
 
    “It would work,” he said. “And you know that.” 
 
    “Whether or not the knowledge forces you to help us, doesn’t make it a lie.” 
 
    “How did you raise her?” he asked, knowing she’d understand the context. She was a busy woman in a powerful position at a growing company. She worked late. Sometimes she didn’t go home. She lived her work. How could she have a baby, let alone raise a daughter? 
 
    “I was in the office when I went into labor,” she said. “Took a week off to recover. Worked remotely for another week. And then I went back. I wasn’t a good mother. Anne was raised by daycares, school and nannies. I’ve only really gotten to know her in the past two years. Is that what you wanted to hear? Does it ease your guilt, knowing that I was a shitty parent?” 
 
    “Guilt?” he said. “I didn’t even know she existed. Had you told me, I would have—” 
 
    “Taken her,” Ella said. “You would have come back to New Mexico and taken her. You would have done right by her. You’d have raised her, with Kristen. And I...I would have let you. I’d have lost her to Kristen, just like I lost you.” 
 
    That took the wind out of his sails. But it didn’t prove his stance wrong. “I still don’t believe you.” 
 
    Ella closed her eyes. Rubbed circles into her temples with her fingers. “Telling you about her was not meant to coax you into helping me.” 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    She stood up, rounded the island and stabbed a finger at his face. “You already know I’m telling the truth, because both you and I know that you would have helped me regardless. Because that’s who you are to me and who I am to you. It’s who we’ve always been. Other relationships didn’t change that. Distance never changed that. Time never changed that. I could have come here by myself, and you would have come with me. I’m telling you about her because I want you to protect her first. Before me. The only way to get you to do that was to tell you the truth about her.” 
 
    Peter could feel his blood pressure dropping. She was right about him. About them. But did that mean she was telling the truth about Anne? The girl was the right age, but the verdict was still out. He’d try to see it in the girl’s face. In her eyes. Believing he had a daughter, and adjusting to that idea, would take time. Time they didn’t have. If they made it to Boston and the lab waiting for Ella, maybe he’d request a paternity test. It’d be a dick move, but Maury Povich made a living from such revelations, not just because men are dogs, but because the connection between a father and his bloodline was a powerful thing. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” he asked. “Do they hunt in the day?” 
 
    “They do,” she said. “But only when agitated or ravenous. Most of the species I’ve seen still operate this way, so moving during the day is still the safest course...” 
 
    “I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming.” 
 
    “But...these Stalkers. They hold a grudge. They’ve been following us for two weeks. We managed to avoid them by crossing rivers—they don’t like water, but eventually they find their way across—and by hiding in trees. They’re horrible climbers. They nearly had us two days ago, but I used the last of my C4 to bring down a train tunnel.” 
 
    “Is that when this happened?” he asked, pointing at the bandaged claw marks. 
 
    She nodded. “One of them made it through before I detonated the explosive. I killed it with the machete.” 
 
    “You’ve changed.” He looked her up and down. She was certainly more solidly built than she had been twelve years previous. Harder. But he still had trouble picturing her blowing up train tunnels with C4 and fighting monsters with a machete. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I hope you haven’t. Look, best guess, the ones that survived, made their way back out and around, are a day behind us.” 
 
    “You’ve already been here fourteen hours,” he pointed out. 
 
    “And that’s a guess. They could be closer, especially if they’re moving through the daylight.” 
 
    This was all happening too fast. To make the kind of decision she was asking him to make, to uproot and endanger his son, he couldn’t be rushed. Not without good cause. “So what’s the plan, then? Continue across the country, holing up in biodomes you had built, until you reach Boston? Find this lab and ‘turn the key’ back?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “Without a map?” 
 
    “You know I don’t need one.” 
 
    Ella had an uncanny memory. If she set herself to the task of memorizing something, like a map of the United States and the locations of biodomes—locations that she had chosen—he believed she was capable. “What about the science? Is it possible to turn the key? And before you answer, you should know that you’re standing above a bunker that has nothing to do with the biodome you had built, which is strong enough to withstand a nuclear blast, not to mention a hundred of your Stalkers—” 
 
    “They’re not my Stalkers.” 
 
    “—and that’s if they could even find the entrance. So for me to seriously consider what you’re saying, it better be damn convincing. Now...is it possible to reverse this? To put things back the way they were?” 
 
    “Anything is possible,” she said. “I think we’ve proven that. But if you’re asking if this is something I’ve already made progress on, then no. Is there anyone else left alive that has any chance of undoing this hell? The answer to that question is an absolute ‘no.’ This is a Hail Mary play. I get it. But it’s either that, or wait for the seeds to get inside, or for something hungry to come knocking. I wouldn’t be doing this...wouldn’t be putting Anne at risk, if I didn’t think it was possible. You understand risk assessment. Is a world full of edible food and free of ExoGenetic predators worth the risk of dying a little sooner than fate has already scheduled? You tell me.” 
 
    The best answer he could come up with was silence. But someone else gave an answer for him. “I think it is.” 
 
    Peter turned to find Jakob and Anne standing in the dining room doorway. Seeing them standing together, Jakob was a foot and a half taller than the girl. Peter looked from one face to the other. Their eyes, dark brown, matched each other’s. Matched his. 
 
    Two kids... 
 
    Under other circumstances he’d have been thrilled. Even if Kristen had still been alive. A daughter? Holy shit. But it also meant he had even more to risk. Also more to gain. If they could undo the genetic modifications unleashed on the world, then their children might not just have their lives, they might have futures. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Jakob asked. “I’m tired of sitting here and doing nothing. If we can do something about it, we have to.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Peter said. 
 
    Jakob crossed his arms. “Why not? Because it’s dangerous? Believing we’re safe here means pretending that Mom didn’t—” 
 
    “Enough,” Peter said, his voice stern, not because he was angry at the boy, but because he didn’t want to open that can of worms. Not with Ella, and not right now. He took a moment to collect himself, and then said, “If we do this, every single one of you does exactly what I say, at all times, without questioning and without hesitation.” He looked at Ella. “I don’t care if you’ve survived out there for months, or a year, or however long you’ve been traveling; you can’t do what I can do.” 
 
    “But—” Anne said, before Ella silenced her with a raised hand. 
 
    Ella turned to Peter. “Fine. We’ll do things your way.” 
 
    “For as long as it works,” Anne said, eyebrows raised in challenge. 
 
    Peter had to fight his smile. He saw himself in her with every passing second. “Okay, then. Now let’s—” 
 
    “The wheat is moving.” It was Anne again, but all the toughness had left her voice. She sounded like a little girl again. Her eyes were fixated on the field outside the kitchen window above the sink. 
 
    Peter kept everyone else from moving by holding out his hand, and tip-toeing to the window. He leaned out slowly, looking through the window, which was covered by a sheer shade. He could see the wheat fifty feet away, but the fabric reduced the detail, making it a silhouette. The wheat was indeed moving, bending with the wind. He was about to say so when he noticed a subtle aberration. While most of the wheat stalks gave way to the breeze, some of them remained rigid and upright. 
 
    Not as smart as they think. 
 
    He stepped back from the window. “How long do we have?” 
 
    “They’re here already?” 
 
    “What’s here?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Big booties,” Anne whispered. 
 
    Jakob’s eyes widened. “Stalkers? You mean, they’re real?” 
 
    Peter put his hands on Ella’s arms. “Ell, how long?” 
 
    The answer to his question didn’t come from Ella, it came from the front door, as something large and heavy threw itself against the wood. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Take them to the basement,” Peter said to Jakob. 
 
    “Huddle?” Jakob asked, and Ella realized he was speaking in code. 
 
    Peter shook his head. “Extra points.” 
 
    Code based on football. Great. 
 
    Plan or not, retreating to a basement, fortified or not, sounded like a horrible idea to Ella. As strategically smart as Peter was, locking themselves below ground would only prolong their demise. The Stalkers were persistent, and patient. She opened her mouth to say as much, but he cut her short. 
 
    “Not a word,” he said, pushing her toward Jakob, who was leading Anne to the back of the house. 
 
    “But—” was all Ella managed to say. 
 
    “I might not know very much about them.” He motioned to the door, which received and withstood another impact. “But they know nothing about me. And if we’re being honest, your knowledge in that regard is also fairly outdated.” 
 
    “That works both ways,” she argued. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said. “But this is my house. You’re just going to get in the way.” 
 
    Jakob opened the basement door, stepped inside and motioned Anne to follow. The girl looked to her mother for the go ahead, but when the door shuddered once more, she made up her own mind, following Jakob down the stairs. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Peter said. 
 
    The door was hit again. This time, the distinct sound of cracking wood merged with the wall shaking like a rattle. Peter and Ella leaned into the hall. There was a hairline crack at the center of the door, but it was still in one piece, still dead-bolted and barricaded with a thick hardwood plank. But it wouldn’t last. She’d seen stronger blockades fall to a continued barrage. The Stalker leading the attack was always the largest male, but when he didn’t have any luck, he’d call in help from the real hunters—the females. Working together, the female Stalkers would make short work of the door. She was almost out of time. 
 
    Ella took Peter’s arm in her hand. “You’ll protect your daughter?” 
 
    Peter looked her in the eyes, and she saw that same, deep earnest gaze she’d fallen in and out of love with for decades. 
 
    “No one is going to die here today,” he said. “But you have to listen to me. Go. Now.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek and ran for the basement door. To her surprise, he ran in the opposite direction, heading upstairs. She felt herself pulled back, wanting to help. To fight. She’d stood her ground so often and fought her way across the country... She was unaccustomed to letting someone else fight her battles. But she knew this was a losing fight. If Peter had an ace up his sleeve, she had to let him play it. 
 
    The front door shook again, the sound of it chasing her around the basement door. She nearly shouted in surprise as Jakob’s face emerged from the dark stairwell below her. Anne was behind him, lower on the stairs. Behind her was a metal door with a metal wheel, like something from a submarine. 
 
    “Dad’s upstairs?” Jakob asked. When Ella nodded, he lifted his wrist and started a countdown. “He’ll be down in forty-five seconds.” 
 
    The boy moved past Anne, spun the wheel and opened the metal door to absolute darkness. To Ella’s surprise and relief, he flipped the light switch, illuminating the space beyond. “Let’s go,” he said, waving them on. 
 
    “Won’t that exhaust the battery?” Ella asked, pointing at the light. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said and stepped onto the basement’s concrete floor. 
 
    She followed Jakob into the basement. Her eyes went wide. The space was massive, at least twice the footprint of the house above, constructed beneath the concrete barricade outside. The walls were lined with shelves covered in canned goods, dehydrated food and various supplies. Enough for two people to live for years. And it all looked untouched. In the past two years, neither father nor son had eaten anything but what the biodome had provided. The more she observed Jakob, the more she saw his father in him. Confident. Disciplined. Compassionate. 
 
    Jakob hurried across the broad open space, moving past cots and crates, heading for the back of the room. He held Anne’s hand, whispering to her. Ella couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was calm and consoling. 
 
    Just like his father. 
 
    From upstairs, she heard the front door crack again. “Should I close this?” 
 
    “Leave it open,” Jakob said. “Dad will be here in twenty seconds. And hurry up.” 
 
    Another impact set her in motion. The frequency of attacks on the front door was increasing, and the hits were harder. The females had joined the assault. Twenty seconds might be too long. C’mon Pete, hurry up. 
 
    Ella rushed across the room, running past shelves intercut by large barrels. She passed the first few without a second glance. Then she noticed the label: ammonium nitrate. Then she noticed the wires connecting all the barrels. Her run slowed to a jog, and then to a stop. “Holy shit, is this...?” 
 
    A shotgun blast made her jump. 
 
    A second blast, along with Jakob’s shouted, “C’mon!” spurred her onward. 
 
    When she reached the far end of the room, she found Jakob lifting a garage door. A garage door in a basement? But this wasn’t just any garage door. It was thick and solid, windowless steel. Like the basement door. Jakob was pushing it up, but only with the help of grinding gears. As the door rose higher, the lights began to fade, sucking the remaining battery life to raise the heavy slab of metal. 
 
    Footsteps spun her around. It was Peter—she hoped—coming down the stairs. The booming footfalls were chased by a warbling shriek she recognized, and it made the tiny spires of hair atop her head prickle. Anne took hold of her hand and squeezed. Ella reached her free hand down for her machete, but it wasn’t there. The weapon was still outside, laying in a heap with all the clothing and supplies that had taken her this far. 
 
    Peter, wearing a single backpack, leapt into the basement, spinning around and slamming the metal door shut, but not before three long, brown, talon-tipped fingers reached through and pushed. Peter started sliding back, but before the Stalker could open the door wide enough to enter, Peter shoved his shotgun into the stairwell and pulled the trigger. The cacophonous boom was followed by a wailing shriek. The brown fingers snapped back as the force of the shot shoved the creature back into the stairwell. 
 
    Peter moved to shut the metal door again, but his eyes went wide, and he dove to the side instead. The metal door smashed open, clanging against the stairwell wall. A female Stalker hit the floor awkwardly, falling sideways and slamming into the wall. The stunned creature looked like all the others Ella had seen, its once human face lacking a nose. Black eyes blinked. Its long tail thrashed back and forth, rattling, guiding the others no doubt already flooding into the house. Its long arms and legs scrabbled at the smooth floor, claws digging gouges. 
 
    Before the monster could right itself, Peter, who had turned his dive into a roll, came up, spun around and pulled the shotgun trigger again. The Stalker’s head was turned inside out and splattered against the wall. Peter turned and ran as the lights dimmed to almost nothing. Screeching and thundering footsteps chased him from the stairwell. Ella saw them emerge a moment before the lights went out. The grinding gears stopped. 
 
    For a moment, the world was just sound. Jakob moving behind her, breathing hard. Peter feeling his way through the wide open space. The Stalkers, smashing everything around them. Screaming for their prey. Giving chase. While Peter couldn’t see, the Stalkers had excellent night vision. When the lights went out, the basement became the perfect hunting ground for the nocturnal predators. 
 
    A flashlight came on with a click. The light cut through the darkness from Peter’s position. 
 
    “How much time?” Peter shouted. 
 
    “Ten seconds behind,” Jakob replied. Ella glanced back. On the other side of the mostly open garage door was a large Dodge Ram, reinforced with plates of metal, and covered in spikes and barb wire. It looked like something from a Mad Max movie. Jakob had the door open and was helping Anne climb into the back seat. 
 
    When Jakob leaned over the front seat and turned the key, the truck roared to life, its rear lights casting beams of red. Ella looked back to Peter. He was just thirty feet away, waving her on. But he wasn’t alone. A single Stalker had closed the distance, nearly within striking range. The rest were still fifty feet back, clumsily careening through the maze of contents in the room. 
 
    “Look out!” Ella shouted, as the nearest Stalker leaped forward, its long legs extended, claws open wide. 
 
    Peter dove forward, flipping over to land and slide on his back. He brought the shotgun up, fired—and missed. Instead of putting a hole in the Stalker, he simply took a chunk out of the ceiling. The Stalker landed on Peter’s arms, pinning them to his sides. With a snarl that revealed its gleaming white teeth—now pink in the truck’s light—the Stalker lunged for Peter’s neck. 
 
    With a war cry, Ella stepped forward and drove a kick into the side of the Stalker’s head. “Weapon!” Ella shouted back to Jakob. He leaned out of the truck, eyes going wide at the sight of his pinned father. While the Stalker hissed at Ella, Jakob drew his pistol and flung it to Ella. She caught the weapon and with surprising swiftness, spun around and pulled the trigger, putting a single round in the Stalker’s head. 
 
    The monster fell limp atop Peter. 
 
    The mob closed in. 
 
    Ella bent down and took Peter’s arm with one hand, helping him to escape the Stalker’s girth. With the other hand, she calmly raised the pistol, found her targets and pulled the trigger. The rhythmic pop...pop...pop of the handgun was followed by pain-filled shrieks and toppling supplies, as the struck creatures thrashed and flailed on the floor. 
 
    Peter didn’t offer any thanks when he got back to his feet. He simply shouted. “Time!” 
 
    “Thirty seconds back!” Jakob yelled. 
 
    Ella let out a shout of surprise when Peter’s arm wrapped around her waist, lifted her off the ground and carried her into the garage. She was hefted up and flung over the flatbed hatch, landing hard on the metal floor. She was about to complain when Peter dove over after her. He slapped his palm on the metal floor twice and shouted, “Go, go, go!” 
 
    Tires screeched. 
 
    Peter sat up with the shotgun, but he didn’t aim at the horde of Stalkers nearly at the door. Instead, he turned the weapon to the side and pulled the trigger. Sparks flew as the buckshot struck metal, destroying whatever support had held the large door in place. The door, a large sheet of metal, dropped. The fastest of the Stalkers dove forward and slid through, losing its tail to the door. The second in line had its head crushed. The rest slammed against the other side of the metal wall, attacking it with audible savagery. 
 
    As the truck raced away through the darkness, Ella sighted the tailless Stalker, which had gotten back to its feet, and she pulled the trigger. The monster twitched and fell, just as darkness claimed it again. The truck shifted gears and accelerated to what seemed like a dangerous speed. 
 
    He needs to slow down, Ella thought. We’re safe. We’re... 
 
    Peter and Jakob’s shouted numbers mixed with her vision of the barrels of ammonium nitrate, and then clicked. It was a countdown. Audible. They’d rigged the whole place to explode. 
 
    She looked Peter in the eyes, his face lit by the flashlight he held. Shouting over the roar of the engine, which was amplified by the tunnel’s confines, she asked, “Are we going to make it?” 
 
    When he replied, she was surprised to find he’d learned how to sugar coat bad news. “It will be close.” 
 
    The sudden, blinding light pursuing them through the tunnel, racing faster than the sound of the explosion that generated it, answered her more honestly, with a resolute and resounding, ‘No.’ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ella felt heat on her back, but it was quickly smothered by Peter, who threw himself atop her and shouted, “Hold on!” 
 
    I can’t even move, she thought at him, but said nothing. She felt the truck jolt and pitch upwards. At first, she thought they’d struck something and gone airborne, but the angle never changed. 
 
    We’re heading up a ramp. Back to the surface. 
 
    And then she learned that Peter’s shouted warning and his body pinning her down had nothing to do with the heat, sound and pressure wave pursuing them. It had everything to do with their exit from the tunnel. Wood shattered with the crack of an explosion. The armored truck slammed through a floor, bursting out of the tunnel, this time actually catching air. As the vehicle bounced back to its wheels, she got a view past Peter’s shoulder. 
 
    It was a glimpse of a barn interior. Old beams. A hay loft. The tang of animals long since deceased reached her nose, complimenting the image and triggering memories of an easier time, when human beings were at the top of the food chain, rather than somewhere closer to the bottom. 
 
    Her father had been a lot like Peter, a Vietnam Vet turned farmer. She often wondered if Peter’s entry into the military hadn’t been to impress him. She hoped not, especially when circumstances had pulled them apart. But he’d taken to the life well enough. It had suited him. And her father had approved of Peter. Only Peter. When she had told him about Peter’s marriage to Kristen, she could have sworn there were tears in the man’s eyes. But by then she was more interested in genetics than in men. That’s what she had told herself...until fate had brought them back into geographic proximity. 
 
    Who was it that said women fall for men like their fathers? Probably Freud. Whoever it was, he was right. At least about Peter. 
 
    The truck shattered a second wooden barrier, casting aside large, faded red planks like a rhino charging through balsa wood. A shower of large red paint flecks fluttered around them for a moment, butterflies in flight, and then they were left behind. 
 
    The engine roared louder. The wheels buzzed over the clear concrete keeping the ExoGenetic fields at bay. Peter rolled away, sitting up and looking back, his eyes squinting. Expectant. 
 
    She sat up to join him, shrugging away when he put a hand on her shoulder to keep her down. Her protest was cut short by the reason for their pell-mell drive through the tunnel and out the barn. She saw it in the distance first. An orange ball, framed by fluttering debris that used to be a house. 
 
    Peter’s house. 
 
    He destroyed it because of me. 
 
    All those memories... 
 
    As the fiery tumult rose higher, three hundred yards behind the barn, the explosion, which had chased them down the tunnel, compressed and accelerated, reaching the barn. A roaring cough of fire burst from the tunnel’s throat like some ancient buried dragon, and the flames rose up into the barn. The old walls gave way and lifted skyward, propelled by the explosion. The pressure wave hit the truck, knocking them at an angle, just as they hit the wheat field. 
 
    Jakob righted the truck’s course, but they were still in the field, surrounded by the hiss of wheat being shredded, leaving clouds of dust and young seeds in their wake. 
 
    “Shit,” Peter said. His voice was impossibly calm, but his eyebrows were twisted up, following the course of his eyes, as debris was launched up and over them. He shuffled to the front of the truck bed, leaning on a long box covered by a tarp. He tapped on the window twice. 
 
    Anne flinched at the sound, but when she saw Peter, she opened the small sliding window. “Debris is falling from above. Floor it, but keep us straight unless something falls in your path.” 
 
    “I’m already flooring it!” Jakob shouted back. 
 
    Peter turned back and up, eyes widening. He crouched down low, clinging to the side of the truck. Ella followed his eyes and saw a hay bale, trailing bits of loose hay like a comet’s tail, descending toward them. 
 
    The hay landed just feet behind the truck, where they had been a fraction of a second before. It exploded with a cloud of old, rotted grass that no modern, man-eating cow could find remotely interesting. 
 
    Wood came next. While some of the stuff fluttered in the air, carried by the heat rising from the explosion, thicker support beams where thrown free like colossal javelins. Ella nearly fell from the truck bed as Jakob jerked the wheel. Peter caught her, reeling her back in just as they passed the long wooden beam now jutting out of the earth. Had Jakob not turned, they would have crashed. Had Peter not pulled her back in, she would have been decapitated. Despite having survived in the wilds on her own, she was quickly seeing how these two men would help keep her and Anne alive. 
 
    She just hoped it was worth it, and that everything she’d told Peter wasn’t a lie. The lab was real, but she hadn’t heard from the people there in a year. The place could be overrun by now. Maybe the people had changed. Maybe predators had made the swim from the mainland. Or maybe something from the water had adapted to live on land. The possibilities were as endless as they were horrible. 
 
    The truck carved a zig-zag path through the field as debris fell all around. Ella and Peter flattened themselves to the truck bed floor, watching the cloud of debris fly past overhead and falling around them, and in the case of a pair of shears, puncture the tarp-covered case above their heads. 
 
    But then they were clear and all the debris was falling behind them. The truck bounced. Tires squealed. They had reached the road. Jakob cranked the steering wheel hard to the left, but they still overshot the road, plowing back into the field on the other side. Spewing gouts of dirt, the truck nearly completed a fishtailing circle, but then they found the road again. Slowing, Jakob pulled onto the pavement and continued forward at a manageable pace. 
 
    “Keep it straight and steady,” Peter said. “If you have to turn, honk first.” 
 
    The boy looked back and nodded, his eyes wide, but still in control. 
 
    Like father, like son. 
 
    Peter stood, one foot on the truck bed, the other on the tarp-covered container. He gripped the fog lights atop the truck’s roof for balance and looked back. The way the sun caught his rugged features and the wind caught his flannel shirt, he looked like a model in an L. L. Bean catalog, but his face was all wrong. Instead of eye-squinching confidence, she saw regret. 
 
    She followed his eyes to the rising column of smoke. The home where his son had been born, and if she was right, where he had buried his wife. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, but her voice was carried away by the breeze, and she didn’t bother repeating it. Because while she felt bad, she wasn’t sorry. Not really. True, within fourteen hours of taking her and Anne in, he’d lost everything of the life he had known before, but most people on Earth had lost that years ago. It was only because of her warning, and wealth, that his family had managed to survive. That didn’t change the fact that her work had caused all this, and for that she was sorry. But she needed his help. And if this was what it took to get it, so be it. He might have helped her anyway, especially after she told him about Anne, but now there would be no looking back. No doubt that anywhere but forward was the right direction. She needed that from him, because looking forward was hard to do when constantly looking over your shoulder. 
 
    She stood next to him, looking ahead. The road was crumbling on the side, giving way to the long roots of the aggressive wheat. In a few more years, the road would be overgrown. A few errant stalks of wheat were already rising from the cracks. 
 
    Her eyes turned skyward. They were headed east, covering more ground every minute than she had been covering in an hour. Traveling on foot meant leaving false trails, walking silently and resting frequently, especially with a twelve year old girl. Anne was a good traveler. Had learned how to survive. But she had her limits. 
 
    Everyone did. 
 
    Ella looked up at Peter and wondered what his were, hoping she’d never have to find out. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Jakob called from the front. 
 
    Peter lowered his head. 
 
    “You want me to pull over so you can drive?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “You’re doing fine,” Peter replied. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Son,” Peter said. 
 
    Jakob’s mouth clamped shut, knowing his father was about to speak. 
 
    “Pick up the pace. Stay on the road. If anything gets in front of you—” 
 
    “I’ll go around it,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Actually, I want you to run it down.” 
 
    Jakob flinched as though slapped. “They’re still back there?” 
 
    Peter nodded, maintaining his absolute calm. While Jakob returned to the task of driving, the engine revving faster, Peter turned to Anne, who was seated in the back seat. “Hey, honey. There’s a case under the seat in front of you.” 
 
    Anne bent, found the case and pulled it free. It was too big to pass back. 
 
    “Open it up,” Peter instructed. “Inside are two black bands with hooks on either side.” Anne dug through the case, finding the bands. “Those are the ones. Thanks.” He sat on the tarp, quickly untangling the two hooked bands. When he was done, he handed one to Ella. 
 
    “What’s this for?” she asked. 
 
    He tied his around his waist, and then clipped either end into holes on the sides of the bed. The band held him rooted in place. “Things are going to get bumpy.” He pointed to the field, behind and to the right. “The field is chasing us.” 
 
    Her head snapped around. He was right. Wisps of what looked like wheat, were pursuing them through the field. Some of the Stalkers had survived. A dozen by the looks of it. Maybe more. “We can outrun them in the truck.” 
 
    “In about a mile, the wheat field is going to end, and the road is going to get all kinds of bendy. If they’re as persistent as you say, they’ll catch up. Now, before you buckle up, open the crate behind me and give me what’s inside.” 
 
    Ella threw the tarp off the large wooden crate. It wasn’t locked, so she lifted the top and looked in. The crate was full of gear and supplies, but she quickly understood which item Peter was interested in—the heavy looking tripod, folded down and compact, to which a drum-fed light machine gun was attached. 
 
    Having fled the Stalkers for months, eking out the worst kind of living, slogging through deplorable conditions to avoid the hunting grounds of other predators, she lifted the big gun with a grunt and a grin. This is more like it, she thought, too eager to see the Stalkers’ demise to remember that the noise wasn’t going to go unnoticed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It took just a minute to talk Ella through bolting the tripod to the truck bed, but it felt like time had slowed, shifting hours with each tick of the clock. After the first bolt, she moved quickly, securing the tripod and mounting the M249 drum-fed machine gun, transforming the truck into what the military called a ‘Technical,’ which was just a fancy word for ‘improvised fighting vehicle.’ The slowness came from the knowledge that they might be attacked at any second, and if he fired the heavy weapon before it was secure, his aim would flounder with each kickback. 
 
    After firing the last bolt through the hole in the tripod’s foot and into the metal floor, Ella clipped the hooks of her own security band to the sides of the truck, a few feet behind him. They could be tossed and bounced and smashed all about, but they wouldn’t be flung free, which was a good thing—most of the time. 
 
    “Where did you get this thing?” Ella asked. “Weren’t they illegal?” 
 
    “Older machine guns were legal,” Peter replied, speaking loudly over the wind rushing past. “But not this one. It came from a National Guard Depot. There are a lot of unguarded weapons in the world now.” 
 
    Peter kept the gun barrel level and pointed straight back, ready to whip it to either side. Wheat streaked back, a blur of brown lines. And among it, shaking wildly, the tall tails of running Stalkers. The formerly human monsters were falling steadily behind, unable to keep up with the Ram’s acceleration. He considered letting the weapon rip into the field, but he’d be firing blind. The drum held one hundred rounds, but with a sustained fire rate of one hundred rounds per minute, he’d burn through the entire chain far too quickly. With only one replacement drum, he’d have to pick his targets carefully. 
 
    He squeezed the grip as the first signs of an adrenaline spike set in, his hands shaking. It didn’t concern him. He’d felt it many times in the past, though it had been awhile. The adrenaline surging through his body made him hyper aware, sped up his reaction time and increased his tolerance for pain, but it also took a toll on his body. When the action slowed, his muscles would quiver and twitch all over with unused chemical energy until the adrenaline was reabsorbed by his system. That he experienced larger adrenaline dumps than most people made him a good soldier, but it also made recovering from a battle that much more strenuous. And after today, they’d all need to crash. Hard. 
 
    But was that even possible out here? 
 
    Is this what life outside the house is like all the time? 
 
    If so, how did Ella and Anne survive? 
 
    He tried to picture the two of them, always on the run, fighting Stalkers and foraging for the non-ExoGenetic flora that still existed. He couldn’t do it. He glanced back at Ella as he was bounced side to side, held in place by the thick rubber band. He’d been treating her like the woman he knew long ago, the woman who had spent most of her life in a laboratory. Her eyes were hard, gazing out at the field of wheat, focused, seeking out danger. She’d changed. But how much? 
 
    The whoosh of passing trees snapped him out of his thoughts. The wheat field fell into the distance, blocked by tall leafy trees, sentinels of the former, non-GMO ruled world. And yet, even here, where the sun was held at bay by a leafy canopy and the temperature dropped, ExoGenetic berry crops flourished. Tangles of thorny raspberry and blackberry bushes covered the forest floor. Passing through on foot would be laborious and torturous. The long flowing vines were covered in thick fruits, the blackberries hidden in shadow, the raspberries glowing like red beacons, juicy, delicious and deadly. 
 
    Berries, berries everywhere and not a bite to eat, Peter thought, butchering Samuel Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.’ And yet, he knew that the sailors of old never had it this bad. If they had, no one would have bothered sailing to the far parts of the world, and Europe would have still been dependent on the Silk Road to get its iPhones from China. Not that anyone was using cell phones anymore. Paperweights, all. 
 
    Their speed fell by half when they reached the first bend in the road. Tires squealed around the corner, tearing through the strands of raspberry bushes stretching out over the pavement. Peter and Ella tipped sideways, but the rubber bands held them upright. Peter tried to keep the machine gun barrel straight back, but it swiveled to the side. Aiming on the curvy road would be hell. 
 
    As they rounded a bend in the opposite direction, the truck slowed even more, forced to stay on the road by large rocks and trees lining the sides. Over the lessening roar of the big truck’s engine, Peter heard a high pitched, warbling cry, like a giant turkey being plucked alive. 
 
    “They’re getting organized,” Ella said. “For the hunt.” 
 
    Peter listened to the sound of crashing vegetation and snapping branches. The Stalkers were moving through the forest behind them, but he hadn’t seen one yet. 
 
    “We’re already moving, so I don’t think they’ll try to trap us. They’re inhuman, but they still have limits. They get tired. They’ll probably charge in unison. Try to bring down the larger prey as a group.” 
 
    For a moment, he was confused about the ‘larger prey’ comment, but then he realized the Stalkers might see the big truck as a single target. 
 
    “They’ll stay low to the ground as they approach,” Ella continued, “but they leap when attacking.” 
 
    “That’s when I’ll get them,” Peter said more to himself than Ella. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Or when they’ll get us.” 
 
    “Pessimism doesn’t suit you,” he said, once again thinking about the woman he knew, who had believed anything was possible if you set your mind to it. 
 
    “Realism keeps us alive.” 
 
    He was about to tell her it was a horrible way to live, when the words brought him back in time. He’d said the very same thing to her in regard to surviving an ambush in Afghanistan. He’d done things to survive that he had tried to forget since, but he knew he would do them again if he needed to. The very blunt way he’d told her about those events, and his unflinching acceptance of them, had led to her questioning his sometimes cold outlook on life. Realism keeps me alive, he’s said. 
 
    He’d been right then, and she was right now. War was hell, and he’d survived it, but this was something worse. 
 
    “Two o’clock,” Ella said. 
 
    Peter reacted to the statement with unflinching swiftness, which had been instilled in him long ago. He rotated the gun barrel to the right, finding the target a hundred feet back, tearing through the thorn laden bushes like they were made of fluff. Even from a distance, he could see the streaks of red blood streaking down the creature’s gray skin, from a thousand razor-thin cuts. They’re monsters, he thought, but not invincible and not without limits. He pulled the trigger. 
 
    Five 5.56×45 mm NATO rounds spewed from the barrel, one of them a bright orange tracer, showing the spread’s path. Not that he needed the tracer round to see where the bullets hit. Tree bark exploded in the air. Getting a round through the forest streaking past and hitting a target moving just as quickly through the trees, would be nearly impossible. He’d have to wait until they were closer. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Anne called from the window. 
 
    Peter didn’t look back, but heard Ella reply. “Jakob, keep us moving and stable. That’s more important than speed right now.” 
 
    “What?” Jakob said. “Why?” 
 
    The fear in his son’s voice broke his heart. 
 
    Ella shared some more of her newfound blunt realism. “Because we can’t outrun them. Our only chance is to outgun them, and your father can’t do that if we’re swerving all over the road.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jakob said, and the vehicle slowed a little more. Peter was about to ask for more gas, when he realized the machine gun was much easier to control. He aimed at the single creature again, holding a bead on it. He pulled the trigger in quick jerks, spacing out the shots. The first two struck trees. The third squeezed through two tall trunks, shredded a blackberry and then struck home, piercing the Stalker’s broad chest. The creature coughed and fell, careening head over heels in a tangle of thorns. 
 
    Then a second took its place. And another. And another. They spread out through the woods, running with reckless abandon, focused solely on the their prey. This kind of behavior, this desperate hunger, was what separated predators of the old world from the new. A lion wouldn’t go after an animal it thought might injure it. In the wild, any injury could lead to death, by infection or by simply weakening the animal so it was susceptible to competitors. A lion that couldn’t fend off hyenas because of an injured limb, was typically a dead lion. 
 
    He picked targets, squeezing off single rounds when he had a clear line of sight. He missed far more than he hit, and the mob of Stalkers was closing the distance. He’d counted a dozen at first, but he’d reduced the number to nine. Although he’d used twenty-five rounds to do so, and the math said he’d have to change ammo drums to kill them all. The long reload time would leave them wide open to attack. 
 
    Peter swung the barrel to the left as the truck swung around a bend to the right. He tracked five of the Stalkers, leaping across the open road. If they flank us, we’re screwed, he thought, and he pulled the trigger. The spray of bullets and glowing tracer rounds ate into the group, empty bullet casings clanging to the truck bed, but the creatures at the back were protected from the fusillade by those in the front. After unleashing twenty-five more rounds, three of the Stalkers stumbled and slid across the pavement. The other three made it to the relative safety of the forest on the other side. The two sets of Stalkers advanced on either side, peeling away, deeper into the forest, fully flanking the truck. 
 
    At this point, they’re going to overtake us and set that trap Ella warned us about. 
 
    But they didn’t. Instead, after a series of squawking cries, both groups turned inward at once. He wasn’t sure just how intelligent the Stalkers were, but he was pretty sure they knew three of them were sacrificing themselves, while the other three...they’d have a feast. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Peter fought the urge to swing the barrel around at the three Stalkers charging from the right. He knew they were still coming. Could hear their squeaking pants as they neared. But the three monsters on the left were closer. And airborne. 
 
    The stalkers led with their long hind legs extended, claws splayed wide. If they made contact with prey, the talons would sink into the flesh underneath as the full weight of the creature slammed into the victim. If the unlucky prey wasn’t killed by the impact, the claws would finish the job. 
 
    He made momentary eye contact with the Stalker leading the way. He saw intelligence in its gaze, but it was masked by rage and hunger. If the creature was smart enough to understand what the machine gun could do, its raw emotions kept it from really comprehending the consequences for its actions. 
 
    Or maybe it did understand? 
 
    Maybe all this rage and hate seething from the thing was because it could remember what it once was and loathed him for it. His very existence might mock them. He didn’t think the creature could comprehend all this, but back in the part of its brain that was once human, it might remember, and feel... 
 
    For a moment, he pitied the thing. 
 
    And then he shot it, punching three holes in the center of its gray chest, which was lined with bulging ribs. The shots kicked the monster back, flipping it over through a cloud of pink gore. The tumbling body stumbled the two Stalkers behind it, and Peter cheered inwardly as he turned the gun barrel to the right. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    He pulled the trigger, but the angle of the gun barrel was blocked by a Stalker’s body as it landed on the side of the truck, the hot metal sizzling against the creature’s skin. The truck shook and skidded from the impact, but Jakob managed to keep it moving and on the road. Somewhere in the back of Peter’s mind, he heard Anne screaming. Or was it Ella? He couldn’t tell, but then his voice joined the chorus. 
 
    He shouted in surprise and abject horror as the Stalker clinging to the side of the truck stretched out its sinewy neck, opened its needle-tooth-filled maw large enough to clamp down on his head like a bear trap and lunged for him. Peter leaned away from the gaping jaws, but the elastic holding him in the truck also kept him from diving away. 
 
    The jaws snapped just an inch from his nose with such force that the colliding teeth snapped, spraying his face with bits of enamel and spittle. 
 
    Peter winced, but years of training and field operations—though now distant memories—had honed his reactions into something closer to instinct. Action without thought. He dropped back, letting his weight stretch the elastic band back until the stored potential force in the band propelled him back up. As his feet rose first, he kicked hard with both legs, catching the Stalker in the chest. He felt ribs break. The monster roared in pain. But it held on, a look of determination on its face...until a shotgun blast removed the expression, along with the rest of its bald head. 
 
    As the shotgun blast rang in Peter’s ear, he felt glad that Ella had remembered his discarded weapon and had the wherewithal to use it. Not many people would have thought or moved as quickly. Of course, anyone unable to do so was probably already dead. The world was now a twisted version of Herbert Spencer’s survival of the fittest. Now it was survival of the most savage, which didn’t bode well for his son’s future...or his daughter’s. 
 
    The shotgun-propelled gore blasted back and slapped a second Stalker in the face, blinding it before the creature could lunge forward. But the third monster leapt up to take the now headless beast’s place. The first thing it did was demonstrate its intelligence by slapping away the shotgun before Ella could chamber another shell. Then with a quick swipe of its claw, the Stalker severed Peter’s rubber band. The black band, freed from one side of the truck, snapped away, striking Peter in the gut while the still-attached side of the cord, still wrapped around his waist, yanked him off his feet and slammed his head into the bed’s side wall. 
 
    Vision spinning, Peter tried to right himself, but the loose floor of spent bullet casings rolled under his feet. There was nothing he could do to help Ella, who was still held in place by her rubber band, and she wasn’t heavy enough to lean back very far. 
 
    And then, in a flash of vicious motion, everything he thought he knew about Ella changed. With a battle cry she reached forward, meeting the Stalker’s reaching head, and as the creature tried to sever her head with its teeth, she clung to its face and buried her thumbs into its eyes. There was no hesitation in the action, no squeamish flinching. The motion was fluid. Practiced. Without remorse or revulsion. 
 
    The Stalker shrieked, twisting its head upward. Ella’s thumbs slipped out of the ruined eye sockets with wet pops. And still, she didn’t stop. While the monster had its head turned skyward, letting out a tortured wail, Ella punched the thing in the throat, connecting with what once might have been an Adam’s apple. There was a crunch of cartilage and flesh that cut the Stalker’s cry short and left it thrashing and gasping. Ella ducked as the creature’s writhing claws passed over her head. And then it was gone, spinning over the pavement behind them. 
 
    As he starred at Ella, bewildered by what he’d just witnessed, she turned down to him, gazing hard at him, and shouted, “Ten o’clock!” The words snapped Peter back into action. There were still three Stalkers left. While Ella stretched against her rubber band, trying to recover the shotgun, Peter found his feet, latched onto the machine gun and swung the barrel left to ten o’clock. 
 
    He pulled the trigger, unleashing four rounds, but the nearest Stalker had anticipated the attack, ducking and dodging to the side faster than he could track. While he followed it, the second moved in for the kill, leaping up to be met with a hail of buckshot. At a distance of fifteen feet, Ella couldn’t miss. However, as the buckshot dispersed, it also lacked the lethal efficiency of a close range shot. The metal balls punched into the Stalker in a wide spread, creating many small, non-lethal wounds rather than a big hole. But the impact and pain generated by the shot caused the Stalker to fall short of the truck and stumble upon landing, craning its head down to look at the rivulets of blood now running down its body. In the long run, the wounds could prove lethal from infection, but in the short run... The wounded Stalker rejoined the chase, lagging behind, less of a threat, but determined to join the feast. 
 
    Peter fired a second volley at the Stalker to his left, missing once again, but forcing the monster to retreat into the trees. There were four of them now. Another had joined the hunt. Two on the right, one on the left and the injured creature, slowly falling behind. 
 
    Maybe some of the buckshot pierced a lung? 
 
    The situation was improved, but he was also dangerously low on ammo. He’d lost count, but knew there wasn’t enough to miss again. He swung the barrel right as the two Stalkers closed in. He lined up the shot, prepared to send a single round in the head of the nearest Stalker, but then the truck rounded a corner. No longer held in place by the rubber band, Peter was flung to the side. Instinctively, he gripped the machine gun to stay upright, but that also meant squeezing the trigger. 
 
    Bullets raged into the air as casings rattled to the truck bed. Peter tried to pry his finger away, but his falling weight had wedged it in tight, nearly to breaking. Ella ducked as the barrel swept over her head, narrowly avoiding the chaotic barrage. The only thing that saved Jakob and Anne from being mowed down by their father was that the machine gun ran out of ammunition. 
 
    Ella stood back up, lifted the shotgun, fired, pumped and fired again. 
 
    Peter pulled with his arms, using the mounted machine gun to lift himself up. He expected a Stalker to be leaping at him, but found the two on the right lying in the road, separated by fifteen feet. 
 
    “You got the first one,” Ella said, revealing his accidental barrage had yielded at least a small measure of success. It also implied that she’d killed the second, and he wondered if she might be more fit to lead this cross-country expedition through hell. 
 
    Movement pulled his vision back to the left, where the still healthy Stalker paralleled the truck, staying in the trees. Peter looked ahead and saw an approaching right turn. That’s where it’s going to hit us, he realized, and he saw the second Stalker, perhaps sensing the impending kill, charging up behind them, no longer slowed by its wounds. 
 
    The shk-chk of a shotgun being pumped turned his eyes back to Ella. She frowned. “It’s spent.” 
 
    He had shotgun shells in the backpack on his shoulders and shirked it off, but he already knew it was too late. Neither of them could reload in time. 
 
    Ella must have realized this, too, because she said, “Go for the eyes and throat. If it gets on top of you, and is a male, a kick in the nuts still does the job.” 
 
    In the moment before the attack, something in the air changed. The crashing of the Stalker charging through bushes was joined by a rumbling. It was subtle at first, but then it rose through the air like an impending tsunami. If the Stalker heard the sound, it either didn’t register a threat or was lost in bloodlust. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Ella just shook her head. 
 
    The truck reached the turn, tires screeching. The Stalker moving parallel dove out over the road, which brought it right in front of them. The truck swerved hard to the left, but not far enough. Peter thought Jakob might have been trying to swerve away from it, but when a flash of pink moved past them on the right, he realized the boy had just been avoiding something else in the road. 
 
    Something massive. 
 
    Something hungry. 
 
    The source of the rumble charged past with something akin to a squeal of delight, high-pitched, but with the volume of a fog horn. For a moment, it appeared the object had collided with the airborne Stalker, but the notion was obliterated when the giant creature stopped and shook the already dead Stalker in its mouth. The new creature was the size of an elephant, with thick pink skin sprouting tufts of wiry black hair. Its tubular body lead to a neckless head with a long snout, which was tipped by a beak that now severed the Stalker in two. A shield of flesh-covered bone rose up behind its eyes, giving it the appearance of a hornless triceratops. Peter noted the scars lining that shield and didn’t like what they implied. The new monster pinned the Stalker’s torso to the ground with its cloven hooves, split in two, the black halves looking more like over-sized spear tips. 
 
    The second, wounded Stalker, wisely skidded to a stop, its claws scratching against the pavement. Without pausing to watch, it turned tail and ran. There was no meal here, and it knew it. 
 
    Predator had suddenly become the prey. 
 
    As the monster devoured the Stalker, now little more than shredded meat, Peter caught site of a pattern on the muscular side of its hind thigh. For a moment, he thought it might be a scar or birth mark of some kind, but then he recognized it. 
 
    The truck rounded the bend, leaving the horror behind, or at least out of sight. Feeling numb, Peter lowered himself to the crate, sat down and looked into the window. Anne had buried herself between the seats, head down. Jakob, hands on the wheel, ten and two, kept them on course, but the boy’s arms were shaking. 
 
    “You did great,” Peter said. “Take us a few more miles. If nothing is chasing us, I’ll take over.” 
 
    Jakob just nodded. 
 
    When Peter stood again, he set himself to the task of switching out the machine gun’s ammo drum. He pointed to the backpack. “Shotgun shells are in there.” 
 
    Ella quickly opened the pack and took out the box, pausing when she saw what was below. “What’s this?” 
 
    “A change of clothes and gear for you and Anne,” he said, discarding the empty drum. “Packed it last night.” 
 
    “You knew this would happen?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “If I was certain, I wouldn’t have shaved your heads. But I like to be prepared.” He allowed himself a grin. “You always were trouble.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have no idea what that was, by the way. The pink thing.” 
 
    “I do,” he said, meeting her eyes. “It had a brand on its hind leg, from a farm not far from here.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, waiting. 
 
    “That...was a pig.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Jakob drove for three miles, after narrowly avoiding what his father had identified as a pig. It was six miles before his heart stopped racing and the muscles in his thighs, forearms and chest stopped twitching. His body was exhausted, but his mind... It was spinning with the tumultuous urgency of a carnival Tilt-A-Whirl. It was still before noon, but he didn’t think he’d be able to sleep later that night. Maybe not for days. 
 
    If we live that long. 
 
    Jakob understood what had happened to the world. His father had told him the details, holding nothing back, including the involvement of the woman they’d rescued the previous night. Ella. He couldn’t remember her last name, but he had vague memories of his mother cursing it. But as much as his mother had loathed this woman, his father clearly felt differently. Despite having not seen each other in a decade, his father and Ella were comfortable with each other. Old friends, Jakob decided, then realized the truth: they had been more than friends. 
 
    Whatever they had been in the past, whatever they were now, he didn’t really care. Ella and her daughter were real, living, breathing human beings. Since losing contact with other survivors, Jakob had been afraid that he and his father were all that was left. Now he knew differently, and the knowledge gave him hope. The pig on the other hand... 
 
    “Let’s call it a Swine,” Anne said. She sat beside him in the Ram’s back seat. It was a little cramped for Jakob, who had become lanky in the past year, but he preferred the backseat to the driver’s seat. His father had told him, more than once, what a good job he had done. Despite his success behind the wheel, though, he had no desire to repeat the experience. 
 
    “Fits,” Ella said from the front passenger’s seat. 
 
    “I was thinking something more like Giant Pink Asshole,” Jakob said without thinking, his exhaustion switching off his verbal filter. 
 
    Anne burst out laughing. Ella turned around, but didn’t look upset by his language. She looked at Anne, a mix of happiness and sadness. Tears filled her eyes. She glanced at Jakob and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Peter on the other hand... “Jake. Watch your mouth.” 
 
    Ella put her hand on Peter’s arm and said, “It’s not like there’s a society left to deem which words are wholesome and which are not. There are better things to be offended by, and if it makes her laugh—” She glanced back at Jakob again, “—he can say whatever he wants.” 
 
    “Gives a whole new meaning to having a 4.0 GPA,” Jakob said, encouraged by Ella’s support. He spoke in a deep voice, saying, “What’d you get on your report card, son?” Then in a higher voice, “A 2.5 GPA, Daddy.” And again in a deep voice, he said, “Son, I expect at least a 3.5 Giant Pink Asshole.” 
 
    Anne was laughing so hard by the end of Jakob’s corny shtick that her tears matched those of her mother. Jakob was happy to see his father’s shoulders bouncing as he joined in, expelling the tension that had gripped them since the Stalkers and the Swine had fallen away behind them. 
 
    When the laughing died down, Peter turned to Ella and asked, “So, how is this going to work? We have thousands of miles to cover, which we can do in a few days in the truck, but...” 
 
    “The truck is going to attract attention,” she finished. “If we drive steady and slow, during the day, we might do okay. On foot will draw less attention, but could increase the risk simply because we’ll be exposed for months rather than for days. I say we take our chances with the truck until it’s no longer an option. But what about gas? This beast must guzzle it.” 
 
    “We can find gas along the way,” Peter said. “There’s a hand pump in the back for siphoning and two jugs of PRI to restore the old gas. Assuming there are hardware stores between here and Boston, we should have no trouble finding more if we need it.” 
 
    “What’s PRI?” Anne asked. 
 
    “You add it to the fuel,” Jakob explained. “Old gas separates. Gets water in it. The PRI sucks it up. Or something. Makes it safe to use again.” It had been more than a year since his father had explained it to him, and he’d only been half listening at the time, more concerned with when he would speak to Alia again. 
 
    Jakob’s eyes widened as he thought about the girl. “Are we headed through Kentucky?” 
 
    Ella turned back. “We need to find a map. Plot a route. But it’s possible. There are two biodomes in the state. Why?” 
 
    “He has a friend in one of them,” Peter said. 
 
    “Alia.” Jakob’s stomach began twitching again. The idea of reaching Alia, after all this time, triggered an adrenaline spike that suddenly overcame him with nausea. The truck’s AC was running, but he cracked the window and took several deep breaths. The air was full of sweet scents. Luckily, the endless stores of food that had destroyed the world was safe enough to smell. As his nerves settled, he looked out the window. 
 
    Banana trees. 
 
    In Kansas. 
 
    They’d grown fast, overtaking former grazing lands, producing fruit all year round. Mounds of the uneaten stuff littered the forest floor. New trees sprouted from the rot, joined by random tufts of corn, wheat, fruit bushes and crops he didn’t recognize. The vegetation seemed hell bent on taking up every inch of available soil. 
 
    They’ll grow until it’s impossible to get around, until the world is choked. 
 
    Or they are. 
 
    “Will the ExoGenetic plants ever exhaust the soil?” 
 
    “Not where the growth is mixed,” his father said. “Like here. The bananas rot and add nutrients for the ground crops, while the ground crops go through their growth cycles monthly, adding nutrients for the trees. It’s a fairly balanced circle of life.” 
 
    “Hakuna matata,” Anne said. 
 
    Jakob chuckled. “Hardly. And for the record, I hated that movie.” 
 
    “Simba would have, like, three faces and wings by now,” Anne said, giggling. 
 
    “It’s not a perfect system, though,” Ella said. “The crops will eventually use up the natural resources. It’s why crop rotation works. The mix of plants might help sustain them, and the ExoGenetic plants don’t need much in the way of nutrients, which is why they can grow on rooftops, or rugs, or really anything permeable. But there is a limit.” 
 
    “That...sounds good,” Jakob said. 
 
    “It’s thousands of years away,” Ella said. “At least.” 
 
    Jakob frowned, eyeing the blur of plants streaking by. “What about the crops that aren’t mixed? Like the wheat around our house?” 
 
    “It will deplete the land much sooner. Probably in our lifetimes, but the land will be taken over by another crop, or...” 
 
    This got Peter’s attention. He glanced from the road to Ella just long enough to ask, “Or?” 
 
    “They’ll adapt.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Peter asked. 
 
    “They’ll find other ways of getting what they need to survive, just like everything else on the planet does. But faster.” 
 
    The truck slowed as Peter once again turned toward Ella. “How fast?” 
 
    But it was Anne who answered. “A tree ate our friend.” 
 
    “A what did what now?” Jakob was horrified. As screwed up as the world had become, trees did not eat people. 
 
    “Anne,” Ella chided, but then she sighed and explained. “We were camped beneath a lemon tree. During the night, the...roots... They came up through the ground. Well, use your imagination.” 
 
    “The ExoGenetic plants are becoming carnivorous?” Peter asked. 
 
    “When conditions require it, yes. They’re adapting. It’s what they were designed to do.” 
 
    “What you designed them to do,” Jakob said, and he quickly regretted it. He liked Anne a lot, and her mother had been nice to them so far. She probably felt horrible about it already. 
 
    “What my company designed them to do,” she said without a trace of humor, or regret. “Yes. In that regard, they’re a success. The error was believing the genes wouldn’t be passed on to anything consuming the plants. But testing for that would have taken years, and by then, the competition might have developed their own strains. It was a risk. A big one. 
 
    “But the company was protected by the long-term GMO Protection Act, passed thanks to generous campaign contributions and an army of lobbyists. Did you know the bill passed because it was attached to an education bill? Voting against it would have meant voting against America’s future, and no politician on either side of the aisle could have afforded to do that. Of course, if any of them actually read the rider that was tacked on, none of them really understood the ramifications. They gave GMO companies an endless deck of get-out-of-jail-free cards. Without oversight, we could have made any genetic modifications to food, released that food, and regardless of the negative outcome, we couldn’t be held liable for the results.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Jakob said. 
 
    “What wouldn’t?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The bill protecting ExoGen. There’s no one left to sue them, and no one left to sue.” 
 
    “That’s...not entirely correct.” She spoke to Peter. “ExoGen has a secure location just outside San Francisco. When they realized what I had warned them about was true, they built a vast facility, similar to the biodomes I had built, where they could ‘weather the storm.’ But they’re not interested in undoing the damage. For the group that’s left, who are safe from harm, the world is more like a big Petri dish now.” 
 
    “That’s why you left?” Peter asked. 
 
    Ella nodded. “A group of us. What we couldn’t do in San Francisco, we’d do in Boston.” 
 
    “How many did you start with?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Twenty-seven,” Anne replied. “Including Ed, Mom’s boyfriend.” 
 
    Jakob watched his father for a reaction to this revelation—the death toll and the boyfriend—but his father’s cool eyes betrayed nothing. When he spoke, the question caught Jakob off guard. “Are they dangerous?” 
 
    Jakob was about to ask who he was talking about, but Ella understood. “Maybe...yes. They came after us the following day. They have helicopters. Weapons. A security force. Three of our people were captured. I don’t know what happened to them. Two who fought back were killed. We haven’t seen them since, but it’s possible they’re still looking.” 
 
    “And the other twenty...they died out here?” 
 
    She nodded. “Every one of them. Yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Rotor blades snapped through the air, shoving swirls of black smoke away from the helicopter. The vehicle hovered over a scene of carnage so vast that human involvement was guaranteed. As self-destructive as the world had become, nothing could blow shit up like the human race. The helicopter made a slow circle around the blackened earth. The remnants of a farmhouse’s concrete foundation could be seen, like some ancient uncovered ruin. The house had also been surrounded by a fifty-foot-wide circle of concrete, an interesting way of keeping the crops from encroaching. At the back side of the home, a long oval extended out, its glass dome shattered and missing, white framing hanging limp. The biodome was in ruins, but still recognizable now that Edward Kenyon had seen a few of them, each one surrounded by death. 
 
    Of course, the corpses here were different from the other locations. For starters, they were burned to a crisp rather than torn apart and partially consumed. But the biggest difference was that the bodies littering the concrete surrounding the foundation weren’t human. The monsters Ella called Stalkers lay about in twisted, smoldering heaps. 
 
    Whoever Ella had found in this house was a dangerous son-of-a-bitch. 
 
    “Sir,” the pilot’s voice in his headphones came through clearly over the roar of the rotor. “We’re not seeing anything on the FLIR. Overwatch says we’re clear.” 
 
    Overwatch was the third helicopter in their squadron of three. It was a mile up, watching for movement in all directions. The job was made easier thanks to the ring of fire eating up the vast wheat field. It was two miles out now and still burning, creating a large safezone. It was safe partly because their line of sight was extended, but also because most living creatures on Earth, ExoGenetic or not, still ran from fire. 
 
    “Take us down. I want a sweep for human casualties.” While he couldn’t see any bodies from the air, that didn’t mean there weren’t bits and pieces strewn about. The explosion that took down the house had been vast. They’d been slowly tracking Ella’s flight across the country, gain ground with each discovery, but the column of smoke rising into the air had been like a beacon. They had arrived too late, but they’d never been so close. Their best estimate was that the explosion had taken place two hours ago. If there were survivors, they were likely long gone by now. But there would be a trail to follow, and if Ella was still alive, he knew that trail would be headed east. 
 
    But first they had to do their due diligence and make sure her body wasn’t lying among the ashes. 
 
    And if it was... 
 
    He closed his eyes, pushing the image from this thoughts. He’d lost her devotion, but that could be regained, especially when she realized he was still alive. 
 
    The blue Black Hawk helicopter touched down beside the first, which had landed just moments before, the ten soldiers within spreading out, clearing the area and seeking out the dead. As he opened the sliding door on the side of his helicopter, a man named Doug Hutchins approached. Of the thirty men making up the ranks of Field Expedition Alpha, Hutchins was the only one Kenyon considered a friend. Unlike these other grunts, who had been U.S. Military before the world went to shit, he and Doug had led the ExoGen security team for the past fifteen years. While he had gone along with Ella’s expedition, to see where it would lead, when things had gone south and people started dying, it was Hutchins who had found him, clinging to a tree, surrounded by Stalkers. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Ed?” Hutchins asked. “This place looks like a real shake n’ bake.” 
 
    Kenyon shook his head. “Thanks.” 
 
    Hutchins knew the story. Knew why Kenyon pushed for this mission, despite the odds. ExoGen wanted Ella back. Believed the future depended on her return. But they didn’t want her nearly as bad as Kenyon. So when he had suggested this long distance expedition, taking three helicopters that would require scrounging fuel from airports large and small, scattered across the county, ExoGen had been apprehensive. But Kenyon had been persuasive. Passionate. If the mission ended in failure, or worse, death, Kenyon would be crushed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Hutchins said. “But I think whoever did this had a way out.” 
 
    Kenyon nodded. “The second site.” 
 
    They’d seen evidence of a secondary explosion not far from the house, but they had to clear the main residence before moving on. “Double-time the search,” he shouted to the soldiers spreading out. “We’re in the clear, so focus on searching for bodies.” 
 
    When they’d conducted similar searches at the ruins of previous biodomes, they’d had to keep their guard up, because some Stalkers tended to linger behind, looking for scraps. But here...that problem had been taken care of. Decisively. 
 
    “All I’m seeing is Rattletails, sir” a soldier called out from the side of the house. 
 
    “Same here,” said another from the opposite side. 
 
    Kenyon spun his finger in the air. “Full perimeter, and then inside. You know the drill.” 
 
    The men were never happy about being on the ground, especially where evidence of ExoGens was clear. But this was their job. Why they were allowed to stay in San Francisco. Why they were alive at all. So they’d do their job, even if it was something Kenyon couldn’t bring himself to do. It wasn’t the idea of finding a dead body that spooked him, it was the idea of finding her dead body. 
 
    And if they did find her here, he’d make damn sure to find whoever blew this place apart and make them pay. He’d gone too far, fought too hard and lost too many men on finding Ella to return to San Francisco without anything to show for it. 
 
    A soldier jogged over. “There’s nothing here, sir.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing human, sir. That’s what you wanted to know, right?” 
 
    The man was right, but that didn’t make other details insignificant. “How many Stalkers?” 
 
    The man looked confused, so Kenyon used the term preferred by the soldiers. “Rattletails.” 
 
    “Counted thirty outside the house. Hard to say how many were in the basement when—” 
 
    “The Stalkers were inside the house?” 
 
    “In the basement. Fifty or more.” 
 
    “Shit,” Hutchins whispered. “The most we’ve ever killed was...” He just shook his head. 
 
    “Fewer,” Kenyon said. “A lot fewer.” Whoever had lived here had prepared for the worst and blown the shit out of the place. Alpha would have to proceed with caution. 
 
    “Sir,” the voice was in his earbud. It was Mackenzie, his third in command, and the only soldier among the lot he respected, reporting in from Overwatch. “We’re over the second site now. No signs of dead, human or ExoGen. Looks like it was a barn. It’s blown apart, but not like the house. The debris field is scattered over nearly a mile. Looks like it was shredded from the inside, but it’s only slightly singed.” 
 
    Kenyon eyed the basement, searching the blackened and crumbling walls. His eyes locked on a large square of metal, bent inward to expose a dark recess, but how far did it go? “Drop down closer. Look inside the barn. What do you see?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    While he waited, Kenyon shut off his throat mic and shouted to his crew. “Pack it up! We’re moving!” 
 
    The soldiers dutifully hurried back to their helicopter, more eager to be inside the secure cab than obedient. 
 
    “Sir,” Mackenzie said, “Looks like there might be a tunnel inside the barn. Leads back toward the house.” 
 
    That’s how they got out, Kenyon thought. Advanced tactics for a civilian. 
 
    “Looks like the explosion vented through the tunnel. Tore the barn apart. There are tire tracks leading away from the barn.” 
 
    Kenyon toggled his throat mic. “Which direction?” he asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “Headed east, sir.” 
 
    Kenyon headed for his Black Hawk. “Pack it up. There’s nothing for us here, and we’re not far behind now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Peter glanced in the back seat. The adrenaline hangover that beat on the inside of his skull and tugged on his eyelids had claimed the two children an hour ago. They’d fought it for a time, exchanging stories—Anne’s were far more disturbing—and keeping watch, but the endlessly monotonous crops walling them in on the road, and the white, dashed line of Interstate 64 fading along with the rest of civilization’s remnants, had lulled them to sleep. Anne first. Then Jakob. 
 
    They’d driven in silence since then, but Peter needed to stem the tide of his own rising weariness. With no coffee, he settled for conversation. “So,” he said. “A boyfriend?” 
 
    Ella leaned up, rubbing her prickly head, and then her eyes. “Yeah. Ed.” 
 
    “Good guy?” Peter didn’t really want to know, but the emotions brewing inside him were already chasing the sandman away. 
 
    He was surprised when she shrugged and said, “Good company. Funny.” She turned sideways, leaning back against the door. 
 
    Probably to watch my facial expressions, he thought. See if I care. 
 
    “When the world has come to an end, and you’re partly responsible for it, any attention is welcome.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to that. “So...he was...what? Your post-apocalyptic comfort man?” 
 
    “That pretty much sums it up,” she said, but she was frowning now, looking out the front window. “He wasn’t the brightest...but he was brave. A fighter. Like you.” 
 
    Was. 
 
    “He came with you?” Peter asked. 
 
    She kept her eyes facing out the windshield. “And died for it. More than a month ago. I didn’t love him—” 
 
    Peter felt annoyed with himself for feeling relieved by this. He’d been married to Kristen, who he loved. He’d had a son with her. Had chosen his marriage over Ella. But as far as he knew, he’d been Ella’s only real love. The one who got away. It was selfish—what his son would call a ‘dick move’—but he couldn’t deny feeling pleased that her feelings for the man were only skin deep. Deeper down, a darker part of him felt glad the guy was dead. 
 
    “—if that’s what you’re wondering. I’m surprised you want to know.” 
 
    “Just trying to stay awake,” he admitted. 
 
    “I’m afraid the details of our relationship aren’t scintillating enough for that.” He glanced at Ella to find her watching him again, a slight smile on her lips. “Though the relief on your face is adorable, in comparison to the rest of the world, anyway.” 
 
    “Ebola is adorable, compared to the rest of the world,” he said. 
 
    Ella barked out a laugh and clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    The sound, like a jolt from the past, freed a memory. 
 
    Teenagers. They sat in the back of a pickup truck at a drive-in. Classic make-out scenario. But the movie, Spaceballs, had had Ella in stitches, and all of his best moves were met with laughter and movie quotes. Despite getting nothing more than a kiss goodnight, it was one of his fondest memories from his teen years. One of the nights that had bonded them for life, despite distance and relationships. 
 
    As Ella’s stifled laughter was squelched, she craned her head around and looked at the sky. “We’ve made good time. Should probably pack it in for the night.” 
 
    Peter looked at his watch. “It’s only four. We have hours of daylight still.” 
 
    “Any predators still hiding from the sun will be most active at dusk, while the sun is still on the horizon. And where are we?” 
 
    “Missouri. A hundred fifty miles from the border. I think.” 
 
    “Know what town?” 
 
    “Saw a sign for Mt. Vernon a ways back, but I don’t think we’ve passed through. Never been there.” 
 
    “Right. The point is, we need to find someplace secure to spend the night, in a town we’ve never been to, and we only have a few hours to get that done. And by secure, I mean like a bomb shelter.” 
 
    “That how you do it every night?” he asked. 
 
    “Since the lemon tree,” she said, and she didn’t need to elaborate. “But it doesn’t always work out.” She glanced back at Anne, still sleeping. “The two of us spent more nights outside than in. Had some close calls, but the camouflage suits kept us hidden. With those things over us, there wasn’t much that could see or smell us.” 
 
    “Except the Stalkers?” 
 
    “They couldn’t see or smell us at night, but they’re smart. They tracked us. And when they figured out we were moving during the day, they switched hunting patterns.” 
 
    “What about now?” he asked. “Think they’re still following us?” 
 
    She shrugged. “If they are, they’re going to need to find a car.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “They have limits.” 
 
    “Not human limits, but they can’t drive trucks. And they can’t run all day and all night without stopping.” 
 
    “Unless...” he said, but he wasn’t sure if he should continue. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “You said the ExoGenetic creatures are adapting fast, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How fast?” 
 
    “Generations of change can take place in hours.” 
 
    “So,” he said. “It wouldn’t be impossible for the Stalkers to adapt...bigger lungs, stronger legs or less of a need for sleep, say, overnight?” 
 
    “You see, this is what Ed never could do for me. No one crushes my spirit like you.” 
 
    Her smile said she was joking, but he felt the underlying truth in her words. And it stung. 
 
    “Then it’s possible?” he asked. 
 
    “If there are any left alive, it’s not just possible, it’s probable. The problem is that we can’t keep on going—even if they are still trailing us—because there are other things out here that are just as hungry. Just because other predators haven’t adapted to eating people yet, doesn’t mean they can’t. And then there’s the challenge of our lack of adaptability. Humans can correct most problems if given enough time. We don’t need to evolve fur coats to survive a winter. We can make them. But there’s nothing we can do about our biology. We still need to eat, and drink, and sleep. You’re already driving all over the road. If we drove through the night, you’d probably careen into a tree long before the Stalkers ever found us.” 
 
    “Point taken.” He pointed ahead. “There’s an exit.” 
 
    “Take it,” she said. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “Larger cities are tempting, but lots of places to hide for us means lots of places to hide for...whatever is out here. Last thing we need is to kick open the door on some predator’s den.” 
 
    “Okay then, navigator. Where to?” 
 
    She pointed to a rectangular, blue sign fifty feet ahead of the exit. It read, ‘Pierce Creek Baptist Church.’ “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death... Churches have basements, right?” 
 
    “Most,” he said, knowing without a doubt that she was asking because she’d never been in one. Her parents, despite being Midwest farmers, were also atheists. “I’m surprised you know the verse.” 
 
    “When the residents of ExoGen’s bio-refuge in San Francisco packed, not many of them brought books to read. But someone brought a handful of Bibles.” 
 
    He steered the armored truck off the highway and turned left onto a double-yellow-lined road. He was surprised to have a decent view of the distance, no trees or tall crops rising up around them. Instead, for miles around, there was a carpet of cabbage. The plants looked like stemless, oversized green flowers. He’d never grown cabbage himself, but he had seen enough to recognize it. What was unfamiliar, however, was the way it grew. Instead of well organized rows, ready to be harvested, the land was covered in a vibrant green carpet of cabbage. 
 
    “There’s the church,” Ella said. 
 
    It was easy to see the white steeple rising up over the endless green, like a beacon. He stopped short of considering it a symbol of hope; that well had gone dry after Kristen... But as the building came into view, it looked solid and undamaged, resting on a concrete foundation. A new church, he decided, built just in time for the end of days. 
 
    Is that was this is? he wondered. Some kind of biblical prophecy coming true? 
 
    He didn’t hear any trumpets announcing the arrival of a returning savior, though it wouldn’t be hard to argue the appearance of the White, Red, Black and Pale Horsemen. And he wouldn’t be surprised if there was a multi-headed dragon roaming the Earth. He didn’t know his Bible well, not nearly as well as Ella now did, but he didn’t think the biological apocalypse, started in part by the woman sitting next to him, qualified. 
 
    If he were a believer, that might give him hope. Because if the Bible was right, and the end hadn’t arrived, it meant humanity would rebuild again...before the end. He turned his mind back to the church, trying to escape his fire-and-brimstone thought process, but the building made the mental transition impossible. 
 
    He stopped the truck in front of where the church’s parking lot should have been and shut the engine off, conserving every drop of gas he could. “They must not have paved.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” Ella said. 
 
    He was about to ask why when he figured it out, chiding himself for not thinking of it first. He’d been pampered in that house for too long. “The cabbage will show where we went.” 
 
    “That only matters with Stalkers,” Anne said, her voice groggy. “They’re not going to catch us. Even if they change.” 
 
    Peter wasn’t sure if Anne had been awake and listening or if she just thought like her mother, but the girl was probably right. Probably. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s out here,” Ella said. “It’s not impossible that there could be other intelligent predators.” 
 
    “Have you seen anything out here?” Anne asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. The population would have been slim, before.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Big population areas produce pack hunters,” Ella said. “Which are generally more intelligent. Sparsely populated areas generate...bigger predators.” 
 
    “—and dumber,” Anne added. 
 
    “And dumber,” Ella agreed. 
 
    “So we could stay here,” Jakob said, sitting up. “I wouldn’t mind getting out of the truck.” 
 
    Ella rolled down her window and sniffed the air. 
 
    Is she really smelling the air for signs of nearby predators? 
 
    Peter got his answer when she leaned back in and said, “Seems clear.” 
 
    But then a sound blared across the open landscape. Chills covered Peter’s arms, as what sounded like a trumpet blare resounded around them. The sound’s source drew Peter’s eyes to Ella’s open window. What he saw made his stomach lurch. “Nobody. Move.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Seated behind his father, Jakob had a similar view through the passenger side windows, so when he turned his head, he saw exactly what had caused his father to whisper those two fear-fueled words: ‘Nobody. Move.’ 
 
    Beyond turning his head, Jakob did as instructed, freezing in place. He nearly shouted an exclamation though, stopping at the last moment when he saw the thing’s ears. Ella, with her back to the window, couldn’t see what he could, but Anne... The girl slowly turned her head toward the window. 
 
    He expected a scream. At least a flinch of surprise. But the girl remained still, then she leaned over and spoke, her whispering words slurred together like they were nothing more than a breeze, which Jakob realized was her intension—and way too quick of thinking for a twelve-year-old girl. 
 
    “Fifteen feet tall,” Anne said. “Light brown fur. Mammalian. Short hind legs. Long arms...twelve feet to the elbow...walks on the elbows...” 
 
    Her description was accurate and detailed, but was she just trying to inform her mother? Maybe identify the creature that stalked the cabbage field, three hundred feet away? 
 
    “The lower arms are like...spears...no hands...large ears, like bowls...” She held her breath when the distant monster stopped its loping walk across the field and cocked its head to the side. It let out a trumpet blast, the sound rolling past— 
 
    —and bouncing off us, Jakob thought. He leaned in close, whispering the way Anne had. “It was a bat. Using echolocation.” 
 
    “It’s an Echo,” Anne said, putting her stamp of approval on the name. 
 
    Ella’s hand slid down to the truck’s old fashioned window roller. She slowly cranked the knob, silently rolling up the window. With the window shut, blocking at least some of the sound from within, Ella slid around in her seat, looking out the window. Like Anne, she showed no reaction to the monster, which was now looking straight at them. 
 
    But it’s not really looking at us, Jakob realized, because the thing—the Echo—had no eyes. What it did have was a large, squashed in nose, massive ears atop its head and a mouth full of long, needle-like teeth. Its jaw went slack and then snapped shut, sending more sound out around it, reverberating through the landscape, bouncing auditory images back to the predator’s mind. 
 
    The Echo didn’t have eyes, but it could still see them—if they made noise, or if it echolocated while they were moving. Looking at the large flaring nostrils, he thought it might be able to smell them, too. It probably had heard the truck come in. Maybe smelled the fumes. In a world overrun by the smells of nature, the Ram’s exhaust would stand out. It might not smell like lunch, but different enough to pique a predator’s interest. 
 
    Ella turned around and delivered her assessment, whispering, “It’s an Apex.” 
 
    “Apex?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Lone predator,” Anne said. “One on one, they’re top of the food chain. Pack hunters like the Stalkers can take care of them, but solo, they’re the most dangerous, and evolved.” 
 
    “It also means that it was a predator before the ExoGenetic changes. Apex Predators are typically more specialized and evolved than something that started out eating grass. Bats weren’t big, but they were skilled and agile hunters.” 
 
    “So if it started as a bat, why is it out there now, in broad daylight?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Ella glanced out the window, watching the Echo. “It’s malnourished. Desperate. Prey must be scarce in this area.” 
 
    “Making it even more dangerous,” Peter said, his grim gaze fixed on the Echo. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Jakob said. 
 
    Ella shook her head. “We can’t leave. It would make short work of the truck. But we also can’t stay here. We’re too exposed. When the sun goes down, there will be other predators out.” 
 
    Jakob’s stomach soured like acid had just been poured down his throat. His mind and body were still recovering from the Stalker’s assault, not to mention the destruction of his childhood home. “You want to go out there?” 
 
    “To the church,” Ella said. “Quietly.” 
 
    By default, Jakob looked to his father for the final say. He knew what his father had done for a living before becoming a farmer. If someone had a better plan for this situation, it would be him. Jakob’s stomach felt like it would melt away when his father answered, “Sounds like a plan. Backpacks, the handgun and shotgun. Anything that makes noise, leave it behind.” He demonstrated by reaching into his shirt and removing his dog tags. 
 
    Jakob checked himself, finding only the carabineer he kept clipped to his belt loop, a childhood habit turned fashion statement. He unclipped it and put it on the seat. There were two backpacks inside the cab. The third, packed for Ella and Anne was still in the truck bed. 
 
    “We’ll open just one door,” Peter said, looking back at Jakob and Anne. “So you two will have to climb over the seat. They both nodded. “If it comes at us, you guys get under the truck.” Two more nods. 
 
    Peter looked at Ella, and she gave him a nod. Moving slowly, he put his hand on the door handle and gently pulled. With his other hand, he held the door tightly so it wouldn’t clunk open. The latch pulled away with the tiniest of thumps, but everyone in the truck froze, slowly turning to see if the Echo had noticed. Its head was turned away from them, rotating slowly. When Peter pushed the door open a crack, another trumpet blast of echolocation pulsed through the air, freezing them again. 
 
    Jakob had done nothing but sit still, but his heart was pounding like he was running a race. Adrenaline surged anew, narrowing his vision, heightening his senses and boosting his anxiety. When the sound fell away, his father resumed opening the door, seemingly unfazed. How men like him went to war and came back with their humanity intact, Jakob had no idea. He didn’t think he had that kind of strength. But here were Ella and Anne, who had endured horrors of their own, and they still seemed normal. Of course, he’d known them for less than 24 hours, and a good portion of that time was spent asleep, but they were more well-adjusted than a lot of people he knew before the ExoGen apocalypse. 
 
    Peter slid out of his seat, his boots hitting the pavement without a sound. Ella followed, crawling across the front seat like she was moving through honey. When she reached the pavement, she leaned back in, lifted the shotgun out by the barrel and waved at Anne to follow. The girl moved with surprising grace and unbelievable silence, testing each handhold and foot placement before fully committing, keeping three points of contact at all times. She looked like a spider. Like a predator. 
 
    This isn’t the first time she’s done something like this, Jakob thought, and he was suddenly struck by the realization that despite being a strong, fast and smart teenage boy, he was the weak link in the quartet. Of all of them, he’d never had to fight for his survival before. Well, once, but never before and not since. 
 
    Had Jakob’s eyes been closed, he would never have known that Anne had left. She slipped out of the car, moved to the rear wheel and crouched down, disappearing from view. When it was his turn, he reached up and grabbed the back of the front seat. The leather creaked in his shaking hand. 
 
    Peter leaned into the cab. “Just move slow. Take your time. Think about each movement. We’re not in a rush.” 
 
    Jakob got his feet under him and lifted his body up. The seat squeaked under his hand again. How did Anne do this so quietly? he wondered, and then he remembered how light she had felt in his arms the night before. She was a wiry little kid and probably malnourished, while Jakob had eaten well and weighed one sixty—just twenty-five pounds shy of his father. 
 
    “Just like that,” Peter said. “One foot at a time. Distribute the—” 
 
    Jakob froze. His father was looking past him, through the passenger’s side, at the Echo. “What?” 
 
    Peter raised an open palm. Wait. 
 
    The trumpet blast was so powerful that Jakob flinched, nearly losing his grip on the seat. His father put a hand on his back, steadying him, eyes never leaving the window. 
 
    Peter turned his hand around and waved Jakob on, uttering just a single word. “Faster.” 
 
    Three points of contact, Jakob told himself. Stay quiet. Move faster! 
 
    He heard the Echo’s clomping lower jaw sending pulses of noise toward them, and he tried to stop for each, but failed for most. When he found himself fully in the front seat, he felt a measure of relief. The rest was easy. But it was then that he saw fear creep into his father’s eyes. Jakob knew the man wasn’t worried about himself. 
 
    He’s worried about me. 
 
    Jakob chanced a look back. The Echo was just a hundred feet away now, approaching slowly, its long forelimbs crunching into the bed of cabbage with each step, its gait awkward but menacing. He spun forward just as the thing unleashed another trumpet blast. The sound hurt his ears, making him flinch again, and as he reached forward, his hand missed the seat. 
 
    Jakob sucked in a breath as he sprawled forward, out of the truck, his face rushing toward the pavement. 
 
    His arms blasted with pain as what felt like two pit bulls clamped down on his shoulders. He nearly shouted, but didn’t. Instead, he snapped to a stop, his face just inches from the pavement. His father had caught him by the shoulders. Peter lowered Jakob’s hands to the pavement, until he was supporting his own weight. When his father let go, Jakob remained rooted in place. 
 
    He looked under the truck, his view of the Echo upside down. He could only see its smooth, black limbs, but they weren’t moving. 
 
    It heard me, he thought. It’s looking for us, but the truck has it confused. 
 
    A sudden tug on Jakob’s waist nearly caused him to shout out again. He pictured the Echo’s long arm reaching over the truck, the spear-like tip punching through his gut. But it was just his father, lifting him out of the truck and giving him the world’s first apocalyptic wedgie. 
 
    The Echo let out a series of loud jaw snaps. Peter stopped moving, holding Jakob’s rear end off the ground. The boy’s face burned with embarrassment, but this was the life of the weakest link. I practically rang the dinner bell. This is what I get. And it was a price he would gladly pay if it meant none of them got eaten. But as his father lowered him to the ground and the Echo took another stride forward, he didn’t think all of them would make it out of this alive. And since Ella and Peter were fighters, and Anne was a little girl—and protected—he thought that someone would be him. 
 
    Back on solid ground, Jakob looked for Anne and found her missing. He turned toward the church and found Anne and Ella—her backpack over her shoulders—already crab walking in their weird, totally silent way, in clear view to anything with eyes, but invisible to the Echo. 
 
    Peter ducked next to him and motioned for the cabbage with his head. 
 
    Jakob shook his head. He couldn’t climb over a seat without making noise, how could he crawl across and open field of densely packed cabbage? It was a death sentence. 
 
    Peter took Jakob’s chin in his hand and burrowed into the boy’s mind with his stern eyes, telling him that if he didn’t move now, they were both going to die. And he was right. So Jakob carefully stepped toward the cabbage, leaned out over it and planted his hands onto one of the green balls, palming it like he might a basketball. The vegetation, growing larger and denser than the former non-GMO variety ever could, was firm, holding his weight with ease. He brought his foot forward, stepping on another plant with equal success. 
 
    I can do this, he told himself, freezing when a trumpet blast sounded out from just behind the truck. He flinched, but remained rooted in place, a frozen object unmoving in the Echo’s auditory gaze. 
 
    That was when Anne slipped, and fell forward. He saw the movement during the height of the Echo’s cry. It was subtle. Barely anything. 
 
    But it was enough. 
 
    She’d been seen. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The Echo galloped around the truck. Its long forelimbs gave it the appearance of a running, short-legged man with forearm crutches, the legs moving triple-time to keep up with the longer gaited arms. It moved with frantic urgency, its rib cage flexing with each hurried breath. But it didn’t charge after Anne. Instead, it stopped next to the truck, turning its head back and forth, listening. 
 
    It lost her, Peter thought. 
 
    For that brief moment, the Echo had registered the girl’s sudden movement, but she was invisible once more, wisely lying still on the bed of cabbage. 
 
    While the Echo might not be smart enough to remember where it detected the movement, it understood that it was not alone. It can smell us, Peter realized, watching the big nose twitch. But it’s not like a bloodhound. It can’t get a direction from smell alone. It’s dependant on its hearing for that. For now. Until it adapts. 
 
    He understood the Echo’s evolution. Most creature would run away from something as large and deadly as this. Other Apexes might attack. Either way, its prey would be moving and making noise. It wasn’t accustomed to the silent treatment. 
 
    When the Echo stepped forward, what they believed was its elbow, landed just a foot away from his crouched form. It had two wide feet tipped with four digits, each with short black claws. But it was the hands that held his attention. At the end of the long black arms, what he thought was the elbow, was actually a wrist. Four fingers sprouted from the joint, each sporting long talons, but it was the thumb that was pointed upward, forming the four-foot-long, black spear tip. 
 
    The Echo breathed deeply through its nose, smelling them, but not targeting them. It exhaled and clomped its jaws shut. Peter tried to imagine what the thing could see when the sound bounced back. Could it see their shapes? He thought so, but there hadn’t been people in this part of the world—in most of the world—for so long, it might not recognize them as living things by shape alone. 
 
    A trumpet blast nearly sent Peter’s hands to his ears, but that was the kind of reaction the monster was looking for. When the sound faded down to a rumble in the Echo’s chest, Peter’s ears continued to ring. 
 
    Thankfully, no one reacted to the sound. But their luck would eventually run out. Ella was frozen in place, her hands and feet holding her body above the cabbage bed, but she couldn’t hold that position indefinitely. Her arms were bent and the muscles in her chest would eventually cramp. He thought he detected a quiver in her arms already, the strength wavering. She had become a hardened woman, tough and resourceful, but she’d been through hell and was no doubt in severe pain from the wounds on her stomach. He’d stitched them as best he could, but he wasn’t a doctor. Too much strain and the stitches would give. 
 
    He glanced to his side, not moving his head. Jakob was on his knees, seated and still. He could stay there for hours if needed. Anne, too. The girl lay atop the cabbage. Her low profile might not even register with the Echo’s auditory sight. He evaluated himself next. His legs were starting to burn from the crouched position, but he could hold the pose for another hour before needing to shift, and then he could inch himself down without making a sound. 
 
    It’s going to find Ella, he decided. There was no avoiding it. And she was smart enough to realize it, too. He tried to picture what she’d do, what he’d do. She’s going to run. Put distance between herself and Anne. Sacrifice herself so her child can live. That’s what he would do. 
 
    But that’s not what she did. 
 
    Not even close. 
 
    Peter watched in silence as Ella lifted the fingers of her right hand, bending them up. During the silence between jaw snaps, Anne turned her head toward her mother, watching. Ella moved the digits just a few times, and he saw Anne give the slightest of nods. They were communicating, but what were they saying? 
 
    He deciphered part of the message when Ella rapidly stabbed her index finger toward the church twice. She’s telling her to run for the church. But why? That will just get her killed. 
 
    Unless the thing was preoccupied. 
 
    Realizing what was coming, Peter risked turning his head toward Jakob, making eye contact. He mouthed the words, “Get ready. Run for the church.” Jakob looked horrified by the suggestion, but gave a nod. When Peter looked back to Ella, she was already counting down with her fingers, lowering one at a time. Peter held up three fingers and quickly lowered one, letting Jakob know about the countdown. He mirrored Ella’s finger drop, down to one, but was still surprised by what came next. 
 
    “Now!” Ella shouted. The sound instantly drew the Echo’s attention. It trumpeted in response, lunging toward Ella, straight through the path Jakob would take toward the church. The monster wasn’t the only one in motion, though. Anne got to her feet and bolted for the church. 
 
    The girl’s movement during the trumpet blast registered with the Echo. Perhaps finally recognizing the flight of prey, it turned its attention and body toward Anne, kicking up a confetti of green cabbage leaves as its claws hacked through the plants. 
 
    But the next sound, a shk-chk followed by an explosion, changed everything. Buckshot struck the side of the Echo’s head, punching small holes in its ears, but doing no real damage. It did, however, get the Echo’s attention. It trumpeted again, straight toward Ella, who was standing on her feet, clutching the shotgun. The monster veered away from Anne, heading toward the larger prey that had caused it pain. 
 
    Peter snapped his finger at Jakob and pointed toward Anne and the church. “Go!” 
 
    Jakob looked mortified, remaining locked in place, unable to move. Peter was frustrated by his son’s inaction, but he couldn’t blame the boy. This was too much. 
 
    The shotgun roared again, pulling Peter’s attention back to the action. The Echo flinched as the cloud of metal pellets struck it, head on, but it didn’t slow. The creature’s tightly packed, coarse fur and thick, leathery skin shielded it from the brunt of the weapon’s lethal force. The pellets would hurt, but they wouldn’t kill with anything short of a point blank shot—and Ella didn’t have time to pump the weapon again. 
 
    Moving like a gunslinger, Peter drew his handgun and squeezed off three rounds at the Echo’s head. The first round missed, but the second round struck the side of its head, ricocheting off the skull, but carving a red line that sprayed blood. The third round punched a clean hole through the left ear, close to the base. The effect was minimal, causing the Echo to shake its head, but the slight distraction was all Ella needed. She dived to the side just as the Echo thrust one of its spear thumbs forward, impaling a head of cabbage. 
 
    When Ella hit the cabbage floor, she shouted in pain, attempting to roll over and fire. But she was slowed, and when she made it onto her back, the spreading deep red on her stomach revealed the source of her pain. The wounds had opened and were bleeding through the bandage and her shirt. 
 
    Without thought, Peter charged, stepping up onto the unsteady cabbage crop and firing his weapon. The bullets punched against the Echo’s back as it raised an arm, long thumb poised to stab Ella. If the rounds hurt the Echo, the creature didn’t show it, flinching with each impact, but not reacting. 
 
    Bullets can’t solve all problems, Peter thought, remembering the words of a drill instructor and dropping the gun. Sometimes you need to use a knife. He drew the blade from the sheath on his belt. It was sharpened to a microscopic edge, capable of cutting most anything. He threw himself at the Echo’s back, putting all the energy he could muster into the blow. 
 
    There was a moment of resistance and then the blade sank, all four inches slipping into the monster’s back, driving between two of the monstrous ribs pushing up against the taut skin. The Echo trumpeted again, but this time, higher pitched, expressing pain. The thumb-spear still stabbed toward Ella, but the aim was off as the creature spun around with such force that Peter, knife in hand, was flung away. He landed on the cabbage beside Ella. Incensed, the Echo raised both arms, aiming its long thumbs at the pair. Ella fired another shot, but this time the Echo didn’t even flinch. The pain in its back blinded it to the irritating shotgun blast. This close, Peter could see the pellets lodged in the Echo’s thick skin. Some simply fell away. But all were useless. 
 
    “Put it against the skin!” Peter shouted. “Point blank!” 
 
    But even as he spoke the words, the Echo, standing above them like an executioner, thrust the twin javelins down, its aim unwavering. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Ella closed her eyes. After all this time, fighting through the new wilds of an ExoGenetic America, she had finally met her match—an oversized Apex bat with spear thumbs. She had survived worse. The Stalkers, with their large numbers, were worse. But things had changed. She and Anne were no longer alone, and as she waited for death, she wondered if stopping at Peter’s biodome and enlisting his help had been the right choice. If she hadn’t, Peter and his son would still be safe and fed, while she and Anne... 
 
    Part of her would have liked to think they would have made it this far and silently crossed the distance without trouble, but she knew it wasn’t true. When Peter found her the night before, she’d been on her last leg. And she wasn’t feeling much better now. If not for the truck carrying them the distance, she didn’t think she would have made it more than a few miles before collapsing. 
 
    Either way, she decided, I was going to die. The problem she had was that she’d also sentenced Peter and his son to die with her. Anne might survive the day. Maybe even a few days. But eventually, the girl would be caught, and would die horribly. The image of her daughter being chewed pulled a scream from her lips, as she watched the black spear thrust toward her already bleeding gut. But the sound of her voice was blotted out by the cacophonous staccato roar of something more powerful than the shotgun’s blast or the Echo’s sonar cry. 
 
    Ella’s eyes blinked open as the Echo arched its back, pulling the spear up and away from her belly. Holes opened up in its chest as its inside burst outward, showering her and Peter in gore. Large bullets punched through the body like a swarm of savage bees, buzzing through flesh and slaying the beast. As the already dead Echo fell to its knees, the bullets continued to tear at it, tracing a line up its chest and to its face, which opened up and disgorged a mass of white, red and gray material. It wasn’t until this very visible sign of defeat that the bullets stopped flying. 
 
    She and Peter rolled away in opposite directions as the Echo fell forward, splashing its soupy insides all over the cabbage. She winced as her flexing abs stressed the stitches in her gut even further. She’d felt a few of them tear her skin earlier, but most were still intact. Laying on her back, she picked up her head and looked back at the armored truck. Jakob stood behind the smoking machine gun, eyes wide and frozen on the carnage he’d wrought. When Peter sat up, the boy’s focus shifted. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the boy shouted. 
 
    His father gave a thumbs up. “Nice shooting.” 
 
    Ella agreed. Jakob had saved them both and proven her fears about him wrong, but there wasn’t time to say so. She climbed to her feet, clutching her stomach. “Anything living within a few miles is already headed in our direction. Once they smell the blood...” 
 
    A clank of metal announced the opening of the church’s front door. Anne leaned out. “The first floor is clear. C’mon!” She disappeared inside, letting the door swing shut. 
 
    Peter gave a nod and shouted to Jakob. “Take what you can. Get inside.” 
 
    As the boy set to work, taking supplies from the back of the pickup, Peter turned to her. Pointed to her stomach. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Just a few stitches. It can wait.” She peeled off her shirt, which was covered in her blood and the Echo’s, oblivious to her naked torso. 
 
    Peter, on the other hand, noticed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Anything that finds this body with its nose will have no trouble sniffing us out, too, especially if we smell like a recent meal. We need to ditch the clothes. Leave them with the body. 
 
    Peter sighed, but stripped. He turned to his son, who was already averting his eyes as he walked past carrying a box of supplies. “We need to change. We’ll be in soon.” 
 
    Ella tried to give Peter the same privacy that his son was granting them both, but her eyes wandered as he removed his pants. He was in the same staggering shape she remembered, muscles twitching just beneath the skin. She often wondered what life would have been like if he had stayed, but she always got hung up on the idea of being a home-wrecker. In the long run, he’d made the right choice, morally, for his wife and his son, but that didn’t stop her from wishing he hadn’t. 
 
    Peter glanced up and looked surprised, caught in the act of peeking, but then he squinted, no doubt realizing she’d already been watching him. She deflected attention from her wandering eyes by saying, “Your boxers look clean.” 
 
    “Yours too,” he said. She was wearing women’s boxer briefs that ended just below her butt. Not exactly sexy, but not hiding any curves. Stepping away from the giant corpse, the two put on fresh clothes. Peter put on cargo shorts and a T-shirt while Ella dressed in jeans, but held her T-shirt. Both shirts were black, but the blue jeans and beige shorts wouldn’t do much to conceal them. 
 
    Partially dressed and carrying bloodied boots, Ella said, “We need water.” 
 
    Peter led her to the truck and took out two sealed gallons of water. She popped the cap and handed it to him. “Pour it over my head. We need all the blood off.” 
 
    She leaned forward and Peter slowly poured the water over her head. She scrubbed her bristly bald head, thankful that her hair wasn’t long. Washing the blood out would have been impossible. She rubbed her hands over her face and finished by washing the blood from her hands. She then took the gallon and poured water over the boots, rinsing away the blood. When she was done, she said, “Your turn.” Peter repeated the steps, washing himself and then his boots. 
 
    Free of the creature’s blood and its scent, Ella said, “Duct tape?” 
 
    Peter grinned. “Of course.” 
 
    He fetched the roll from the storage crate and handed her the black tape. As he held it out, she noticed his hand shaking. She took hold of his hand, steadying it. “You get used to it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Sorry, I sometimes forget who you were.” 
 
    “Still am,” he said. “Just a little rusty.” He turned his hand over, depositing the tape in her fingers. The connection was brief, but it let her feel human again, for a moment. But just a moment. What she was about to do would require all the toughness she’d developed over the past years. 
 
    She peeled off strips of tape, gently sticking them one at a time to the side of the truck bed. When she had ten five-inch strips, she put the tape down and peeled off the now blood-soaked gauze Peter had placed over her wound. She tossed the red square away, picked up a gallon of water. 
 
    “Here,” Peter said, holding out a bandana. She took it, soaked it, and wiped her stomach clean. Blood continued to seep through the opened stitches, but not fast, and in a moment, it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    “Let me do it,” Peter said. 
 
    Ella scoured the area around them, looking for motion. She had a clear view, nearly to the horizon in most directions. She saw nothing. That didn’t mean they were alone, just that she couldn’t see what was there. Still, she thought they had time. “Be quick.” 
 
    “First time you said that,” Peter said, getting a laugh that would have been more forceful if it didn’t pull at the stitches. She lay down on the open truck bed hatch, aware of her nakedness, but uncaring. Peter had seen her naked before. Not quite so skinny and muscle toned, but under much more romantic circumstances. True to form, Peter was all business, peeling the duct tape from the truck, pinching her skin together and then sealing it with the tape. Once the open stitches were back in place, he attacked the rest, layering and wrapping her stomach with an armored plate of duct tape. 
 
    “It’s going to hurt like hell when it comes off,” he said, stepping away, “but it won’t need to come off until it’s healed...or if infection sets in. And if you feel that—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, doctor. Thanks.” She sat up and put on her shirt. She hopped down from the truck, trying to look stronger than she felt. She wanted to fall into his arms. To be supported. But she’d learned that the only person she could rely on was herself. Relaxing that rule could lead to mistakes, and mistakes to death—hers or Anne’s. “Now comes the fun part. Have a bucket?” 
 
    He squinted at her, but climbed into the truck bed, rummaged through the storage crate and pulled out a bucket full of tools. 
 
    “Ditch the tools.” 
 
    He did as she asked and stepped back down with an empty five gallon bucket. By the time he rejoined her, she’d already torn three heads of cabbage out of the ground and put them aside. 
 
    “You’re not planning on eating those?” 
 
    She didn’t justify the stupid question with a reply. Instead, she dug her hands into the soil, lifted up two heaping handfuls and smeared it around on the front of her shirt. 
 
    “Ahh,” he said, dropping to his knees, following her lead. He dug his hands into the dirt and slathered his body. While they weren’t covered in blood anymore, they still smelled like themselves, like human animals. To survive, to remain undetected by whatever heightened senses the next predator had, they would have to smell like the land itself. 
 
    After Peter finished coating his body, Ella rubbed some dirt between her fingers and applied it to his cheeks. Her hands stopped, and for a moment, she just held him. 
 
    “We should head in,” Peter whispered after a moment. 
 
    Ella sniffed and turned away, her cheeks turning red. She dug more dirt and flung it into the bucket. “For the kids,” she said, and Peter helped her. With the bucket filled, Peter stood and helped Ella to her feet. Standing once more, Ella felt exposed and did a scan of the area once more. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    After all that noise, nothing. 
 
    She wasn’t buying it. The world wasn’t yet that devoid of life. Moving in silence, it was possible to avoid other living things for weeks, but after that racket... She was expecting dinner guests. And since there wasn’t any sign of them yet, that meant one of two things—they were small or they were smart—and she knew from experience that neither were good things. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” she said. “The sun is going down.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Anne pushed on the church’s metal front door. The green paint still looked new, and the white-painted wood around it hadn’t yet started to show signs of chipping. She slipped inside, pursued by yet another trumpet blast from the Echo. Part of her felt guilty for fleeing into the church while the others faced the creature, but she knew there was nothing she could do to help, and that one way or the other, she had to determine whether the building was safe. So while the others struggled with the Echo, she stepped into the dim foyer and let the door close behind her. 
 
    She glanced back at the window beside the door, seeing movement through the sheer shade, but she didn’t move toward it. She hoped they survived, but if they didn’t, she didn’t want to see it. The prospect of living without them horrified her, but her mother had been preparing her for that potential fate for months. After all, she was important. She had to survive. 
 
    “Even if it means leaving you behind?” she’d asked Ella two months ago. 
 
    Her mother had put her hands on Anne’s cheeks, fire in her eyes. “If things look bad, you leave me behind. No goodbyes. No tears. You have to be strong. If I survive, I’ll find you. If not, you know what to do.” 
 
    And she did know what to do, but that didn’t make it easy. Since that time, they had had several close calls, but nothing like this, nothing leading her to take her mother’s advice and leave her behind. Not that she was going far, but she was acutely aware that her mother was facing death outside, while she was safe inside the church. 
 
    But how safe was she? 
 
    If the others died, would the Echo come for her? Would it remember seeing her enter the church? 
 
    Be brave, she told herself. Be smart. Find someplace secure. Someplace to hide. For everyone. They’re going to survive. They have to. 
 
    The sunlight streaking through the foyer windows cast her shadow on the thin, blue industrial carpet, while revealing swirls of dust kicked up by her entrance. Two separate double doors blocked the way ahead. To the left was a winding staircase leading up and down. And to the right, men and women’s bathrooms. 
 
    The basement was her goal, and her eyes lingered on the steps leading down, but heading down there before checking the rest of the church could be a deadly mistake. ‘Know your surroundings first,’ her mother had taught her. ‘Then settle in. Even if you’re wounded. Sleeping in a predator’s den is a quick way to die.’ 
 
    So she checked the bathrooms first, ignoring the muffled trumpet blast outside. She opened the doors a crack, peeking inside. Both were immaculate, smelling faintly of ancient sanitary chemicals. She moved to the double doors next, pushing through into a wide open sanctuary. Two rows of long wooden pews separated by an aisle stretched down the room to a small stage. There was no podium, but there was a collection of dusty musical instruments and microphone stands. 
 
    She moved silently over the ruby red rug lining the aisle. She’d never been in a church before, and she knew very little about the concept of God taught in them. She knew her mother staunchly opposed any kind of religion, though, so she moved to the back of the room without any kind of emotional response besides fearing what might lurk behind the next door, which was to the left of the stage. 
 
    She paused at the door, her hand on the knob. Please be empty. The knob spun without a sound, but a sudden thunderous roar made her jump, yanking her hand back. It took a moment for her to recognize the sound. Gunfire. A lot of it. And loud. The machine gun on the truck. 
 
    They killed it, she thought. The Echo was certainly dead, but who was left alive? Spurred by the question, she shoved the door open and found an empty office lined with shelves of thick books. The only decoration on the wall was a framed poster of footprints in the sand. A heavy wooden desk held a lone book, left open. 
 
    Glancing back at the sanctuary, she stepped inside the room and looked at the book. At the top of the page, it said LUKE. She recognized the book as the one her mother always read, but never let her look at. The forbidden fruit nearly proved too much to resist. She wanted to read that book, mostly because her mother didn’t want her to, but it could wait. She retreated from the office and ran back through the sanctuary. 
 
    Back in the foyer, she shoved the front door open and was relieved to see a dead Echo and her mother alive—Jakob and Peter, too. “The first floor is clear,” she shouted to the group. “C’mon!” 
 
    She ducked back inside the foyer, once again on the lookout for trouble inside the building. But knowing she’d soon have company, she waited. Jakob arrived two minutes later, a box in his hands full of supplies, including a small propane stove. “As much as I like hot food,” she said, “heating it up makes it smell stronger. Attracts attention.” 
 
    “Right,” The boy said, looking a little shell shocked and dejected. “No more hot food. Great.” 
 
    “Haven’t been outside much?” she asked. 
 
    “Try not at all.” 
 
    Anne felt simultaneously sorry for and envious of Jakob. He’d lived in safety for the past two years, but it had left him unprepared for life outside, where ExoGenetic predators lurked. “Life out here, on the run, it sucks. But you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “If I don’t get us killed first,” he said. 
 
    “Hey.” She gripped his arm hard, garnering his unwavering attention. “You got us away from the Stalkers and avoided hitting that Swine. That wasn’t easy. I couldn’t have done it, and I doubt my mother could have, either. And you just saved both our parents. Killed an Apex on your first try. So you don’t know all the tricks of surviving out here. Big deal. I do.” 
 
    He grinned. “You going to teach me?” 
 
    “Everything I know,” she said. “Well, not everything. You’re not that smart.” 
 
    Jakob laughed. “Okay, kid. So tell me, what next?” 
 
    She looked at the ceiling. “Next we clear the second floor. And then the basement.” 
 
    “Lead the way, Master Yoda.” 
 
    “Master who?” she asked. 
 
    Jakob looked as confused as Anne felt, but answered, “Star Wars. It’s a movie. A bunch of movies. But I guess you’re too young to remember. Or something.” 
 
    Anne rolled her eyes. “Or something. I’ve never even seen a movie.” 
 
    “Geez. Well, that sucks. Of course, there isn’t much that doesn’t suck anymore. But still...no Star Wars?” Jakob said, heading for the stairs, taking the lead after all. “So, what should I look for? To clear the floor? Aside from things trying to eat my face, I mean.” 
 
    “Best way to tell if you’re not alone is smell, especially in a place like this, which is pretty much odor-free. If you smell anything animal, fecal or earthy, you’re probably not alone.” 
 
    Jakob started up the rugged stairs. “Fecal, huh?” 
 
    “Shit,” she said. 
 
    “I know what it is. It’s just a weird way for a twelve year old to say it.” Jakob paused on the top step, looking into a hallway with two doors on the right side. Large windows lined the walls, giving them clear views of the nursery and the Sunday School rooms that were conjoined by a doorway. Despite being empty, Jakob led the way inside the Sunday School room. Anne followed him in, taking in the array of brightly colored objects that she knew were designed for children, but with which she had no experience. A round table sat in the middle of the floor. Small chairs surrounded it. A large picture of a wooden boat, full of animals was tacked to the wall. A man stood on the boat, holding a dove that clutched a small green plant in its mouth. The man was smiling. A rainbow arched up over the scene. In each line of the rainbow were words. She read them aloud. “Never again will I punish the Earth for the sinful things its people do. All of them have evil thoughts from the time they are young, but I will never destroy everything that breathes, as I did this time. As long as the Earth remains, there will be planting and harvest, cold and heat; winter and summer, day and night.” 
 
    “Well,” Jakob said, standing at the window looking out at the road. “He got the planting and harvest part right. Not so much with not destroying everything.” 
 
    “Who did?” she asked. 
 
    “God.” 
 
    “Was he a teacher?” 
 
    Jakob chuckled. “Some people think so. Part of him, anyway. But for this story, God is the...guy or whatever, who created the Earth. The whole universe. And everyone in it.” 
 
    “God didn’t make me. I came from my mother” Anne said, revolted by the idea that some strange person might have made her. Someone who had once destroyed ‘everything that breathes.’ “But...if it were true, then you’d be wrong to blame him for killing everyone this time. My mother did that, too.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Jakob said, and he opened the window’s curtain a little further. “What are they doing?” 
 
    Anne joined him at the window. Their parents knelt by the road, rubbing dirt over their bodies. “Hiding their scent. Don’t worry, they’ll bring some dirt for us, too.” 
 
    Jakob shook his head. “Never had any doubt.” 
 
    Anne sensed he was about to leave. “Is your father a nice man?” 
 
    “Nicest I know,” Jakob said with a smirk, then added, “But yeah, he’s a good guy. Trustworthy.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anne asked. 
 
    Jakob turned from the window, looking at Anne. “Why?” 
 
    “Just want to be sure my mother chose the right person.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Anne was quiet for a moment. She wasn’t sure how to answer that question. It was complicated. There were layers. Too many. So she said, “Look at them.” 
 
    Outside the window, framed by an armored Dodge Ram and a dead ExoGenetic Apex predator, Ella rubbed dirt on Peter’s cheek. Her hands moved in gentle circles while the pair stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I think they were good friends,” Anne said. “From before.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jakob said, stepping away from the window and heading for the door. “I think they were, too.” 
 
    She stopped him in the door by asking, “Maybe we can be friends?” 
 
    Jakob smiled back at her. “I think we already are. But not like them.” 
 
    Anne looked back out the window. The affection her mother felt for Jakob’s father was clear, and as far as she was concerned, unfounded, whether or not they had been friends before. She’d never spoken of him. He couldn’t be that important. “Definitely not.” 
 
    “C’mon,” Jakob said. “Let’s go check downstairs, cover ourselves in dirt and spend the night cowering in a basement.” 
 
    Anne let the curtain fall back into place, sighed and said, “If we’re lucky.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Peter took first watch. He sat alone in the Sunday School room overlooking what should have been a parking lot, but was just an endless field of moonlit cabbage. The plants took on a dark blue hue at night, visible, but distorted by shadow, like ocean waves frozen in place. He could see the truck beyond, parked in the middle of the road, light from the half moon glinting off the side mirror. The dead Echo was a dark silhouette, blotting out a part of the field, the details of its demise concealed by the darkness. 
 
    How did it come to this? he wondered. 
 
    He knew the answer. Understood the science and the sequence of events that had led to disaster. The reality that was the world was old news. What he couldn’t fathom was how the people in charge, at ExoGen and in the Government, had missed the gene-altering capabilities of RC-714. Even more, he didn’t understand how Ella had missed it. 
 
    Never had. 
 
    She was smarter than that. But she was also ambitious. But not selfishly so. As long as he’d known her, she’d been concerned about starving people. Feeding the hungry masses had always been a pipe dream for you, Ella. But then she grew up and saw a path to eradicating hunger, through genetics. It was a noble cause, but in the end, it had blinded her. 
 
    That was what he told himself, because the alternative, that she had knowingly released the gene-altering crops that resulted in the destruction of mankind, was unthinkable. And yet, someone had known. Someone had loaded that gun and pulled the trigger with the same lethal intent of a firing squad. 
 
    “Wine still make you sleepy?” Ella asked from the doorway. 
 
    Peter’s heart slammed against his chest, but he managed to hide how badly she’d startled him. She was lucky he hadn’t spun around and shot her. 
 
    “It does,” he confessed. 
 
    She stepped into the dull moonlight filtering through the window. Like him, she was covered in grime, bits and pieces of soil clinging to her body. She smelled of earth and the outdoors. It wasn’t unpleasant, at least not to a farmer. Good dirt meant life, or at least it used to. 
 
    Ella lifted an open bottle of wine and poured the dark liquid into a plastic cup. “Found it in the kitchen. The canned food is too new to eat, but the wine is from 2000.” She finished pouring and turned the bottle around so he could see the vintage on the label. 
 
    “Old school communion,” Peter said, taking the cup. “I thought only Catholics did that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Ella said. 
 
    Peter placed the cup on the short, round table without taking a drink. “I can’t drink it, though.” 
 
    “It’s 2:00 am,” she said. “I’ve got second watch. Anne will take over at five.” 
 
    “Anne is going to keep watch?” Peter’s surprise was impossible to hide. The kid was twelve years old. How could she have the discipline to stay awake while the sun was still down? He wouldn’t trust Jakob with the job. The boy could fall asleep standing up. 
 
    “It’s been just the two of us for a long time,” Ella said. “We’re used to splitting the night watch fifty-fifty, so this is a treat.” 
 
    When Peter didn’t look convinced, Ella put her hand on his shoulder. The touch sent his stomach swirling. Knock it off, he told himself. Stay focused. She might not be the person you remember, or even the person you thought she was. 
 
    “I checked the doors. Still locked. Still barricaded. Nothing is getting inside. At least not without making a hell of a lot of noise and getting a face full of shotgun.” She hoisted the shotgun off her shoulder and leaned it against the wall beneath the window. Her small frame, silhouetted by the moonlight, looked fragile. In need of protection. But that wasn’t the case. Not at all. She was a stronger person than he’d have ever believed. And capable of more than he could imagine. 
 
    “Did you know?” he asked. 
 
    She turned toward him. “Know what?” 
 
    “What RC-714 would do to the human race.” 
 
    He couldn’t see her frown, but something in her silhouetted body language got the message across. “I warned you about it.” 
 
    “Before then,” he said. “Before it was released.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The sudden swell of anger made Peter lean back, but he took it as a good sign. 
 
    “You think I knowingly released this hell on the world? Peter, you know me. You know—” 
 
    “I knew you,” he said. “You’re different.” 
 
    “I’ve been fighting for my life. For my, for our, daughter’s life. You don’t think I’d rather be tucked away in a lab? Why would I choose this life for anyone? I wanted to save the world, not kill it.” She turned away from him. “When did you become an asshole?” 
 
    Peter picked up the cup of wine and stood beside Ella. He looked out the window for a moment, took a sip of wine and let their emotions settle. “Here’s the thing. Someone knew what would happen. Probably several someones. You might have missed it, and I really hope that’s the case—that you wanted to feed the world so badly that you made a mistake. I’m willing to believe that because...I think I still know you. But someone knew. Someone at ExoGen. Someone still alive in San Francisco.” 
 
    Silence returned as the pair kept watch. 
 
    After several minutes, Ella took a swig from the wine bottle. “Doesn’t make me sleepy. A slut, maybe, but not sleepy.” 
 
    Peter said nothing. His silence kept the conversation from being derailed. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” she said again, “but you’re right.” 
 
    Despite being confident in his assessment, Peter still felt surprised. He turned his head toward her. She stared out the window, her face cast in pale blue light. 
 
    “I don’t know how many of them knew,” she said, “but it’s likely most of the board knew...the government liaisons, some of the security staff. Phil McKay, the CEO...he knew, for sure. The rest is speculation. I figured it out eventually. It was stupid, really.” She shook her head, exasperated by what she was about to reveal. “I was in an elevator at the ExoGen bio-dome. I was alone. And bored. So I read the old, out-of-date inspection certificate left on the elevator wall. I read it three times before a detail jumped out. The certificate was dated just five months after we discovered RC-714. Just two months after it had been released into the world.” 
 
    “So the ExoGen bio-dome hadn’t been built in response to the global metamorphosis—” 
 
    “Or even my discovery of what consuming RC-714 would eventually lead to, a month after that.” 
 
    “It was built in preparation for it,” Peter concluded. 
 
    “That’s what I realized, too.” 
 
    “Did you talk to anyone about it?” 
 
    She huffed out a laugh. “The atmosphere in the facility is...oppressive. Strict rules. Anyone breaking rules or causing problems is sent outside. If they survive a week, they can come back. No one ever came back. But once I knew, I began to see the course of events in reverse, and I understood. The development and release of RC-714 was a genocidal attack. A purge. 
 
    “It’s why I started looking for a way to undo the damage done. It’s why I left.” 
 
    “But you weren’t alone,” Peter said. 
 
    “I told people I trusted, and over time, we developed an escape plan.” 
 
    Peter felt dubious. “Including a cross-country trek to a lab on George’s Island?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a good plan, but it was only a matter of time before they found out and cast us out, unprepared. When we left, we had survival gear, weapons, even protection.” 
 
    “From Ed?” 
 
    “And others,” she said. “The point is, when we left...when we escaped, we thought we were prepared for what we’d find. But none of us knew the changes that... Traits observed two years ago continued to evolve. We were prepared for predators, not...what we found.” 
 
    “The Stalkers.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There were others before the Stalkers. Apex predators. Other Betas. Packs of horrible things. The Stalkers were the worst though.” 
 
    “And the Echo?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” she confessed. “Thank God there was just one of them.” 
 
    “How many are there?” he asked. “How many new species?” 
 
    “There’s no way to know, but there’s one thing I’m sure of; while the overall population of life on Earth has dropped significantly, the biodiversity of what is left, is at an all-time high. Take two of the same animal species, separated by just a few miles, give them a year and some ExoGenetic food, and you’ll have two totally different sets of adaptations. A dog living in the desert might adapt camel-like humps to retain water, while a dog living in the forest might develop hooked claws and larger pectoral muscles for climbing trees. Adaptation has been super-charged, and creatures are changing every day. In another year, I’m not sure we’ll even be able to tell what species the ExoGens started out as.” 
 
    “But you can undo it, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said. “We can’t change people back into people. But we can keep future generations from changing. The ExoGenetic crops can still feed the planet.” 
 
    Peter spoke quietly. The shadows outside were moving now. “I’m not sure that more genetic tinkering is the solution.” 
 
    “I see them,” Ella said, whispering, and then continued the conversation. “Altering humanity’s genetic code is the only solution. Humanity can make a comeback, but we’re going to have to fight for it. And to fight, we have to be fed. You’ll learn that in the next few weeks.” 
 
    Peter wanted to argue the point, but the sound of crunching bones announced the arrival of predators and the start of a feast. His belly growled. 
 
    Maybe she’s right, he thought, and he put down the wine glass. Death waited for them just outside the church. Sleep could wait. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Despite the sounds of rending flesh and breaking bones lasting a full hour, the night passed without incident. At 4:00 am, Peter had finally relinquished his post to Ella and had joined the kids in the basement kitchen. 
 
    Jakob had heard his father come in, and having a good sense of time, even in the middle of the night, he had known it was late. So as he crouched over his father now, he felt bad about having to wake him up. But it was 6:30. The sun was officially up and would continue its daylong arc across the sky, with or without Peter. Ella’s words. 
 
    She had already organized and inventoried the supplies, packed the truck and reloaded weapons. All that was left for their journey to continue was for Jakob to rouse his father...after just two and half hours of sleep. 
 
    Sorry, Dad, he thought, and then he placed his hand on his father’s shoulder. “Dad...” 
 
    Without flinching or opening his eyes, Peter said. “Three feet back.” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    Peter opened his eyes. “Next time you wake me up, do it from three feet back. And don’t touch me.” 
 
    The tone in his father’s voice disturbed him. Deep, gravelly and tired, the man lying on the linoleum floor didn’t sound much like his father. Covered in dirt, he didn’t really look like him either. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Peter rolled from his side to his back, revealing a knife in his hand. Then he pushed himself up. The handgun was under his arm. He lifted the knife and slowly traced a line through the air, stopping short of Jakob’s neck. The message was clear: I couldn’t slit your throat if you were three feet back. 
 
    “You think you might become one of them? An ExoGen?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “Old reflexes are coming back. If you spend enough time in enemy territory, you’ll develop them, too. It’s just a precaution. Had I been in the middle of nightmare...” 
 
    “I get it,” Jakob said, and he did. He’d woken from enough nightmares about his mother, kicking and punching, to know anyone around him might have received a fat lip. “But what about the gun?” 
 
    Peter sat up and slid the weapon into its holster. “Takes more than a knee-jerk reaction to lift a gun, aim and pull the trigger. Not much more. And I’ve been trained to never fire a weapon without confirming my target first.” 
 
    “So I shouldn’t sleep with a gun?” 
 
    Peter grinned. “You’d probably shoot yourself in your sleep.” Jakob took his father’s hand and helped him off the floor. He knew his father didn’t really need help, but the contact reaffirmed their relationship. Despite the horrors of the past two days, and the horrible lesson his father just gave him, they were still a team. 
 
    “Same rule applies to Ella and Anne,” Peter said. “They’ve both been out here for some time. Give them a wide berth when they’re sleeping.” 
 
    Jakob’s mind drifted to the previous night. After Peter had returned to the kitchen and fallen asleep, Anne had snuggled up beside Jakob, looped her arm in his and fallen back asleep. There was nothing weird about it. Nothing romantic. The contact provided comfort, for them both, but apparently even comfort could be deadly now. “Good to know.” 
 
    Peter looked around the empty kitchen. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Ella sent me to get you. She’s packed the truck. Organized it, too.” 
 
    Peter chuckled as he sheathed his knife. “Sounds like Ella.” 
 
    Jakob’s stomach twisted. 
 
    He’d been waiting to ask his father about her, and he might not get another chance for a while. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to know the truth about her. The subject shook the foundations of his reality, which was already on shaky ground. Want or not, he needed to know. So, he said, “Tell me about Ella. Who is she to you? Why do you trust her?” 
 
    The discomfort washing over his father’s face looked more intense than when they were fleeing from the Stalkers. He walked in a tight circle, rubbing his hands over his head, and then his face. 
 
    Before Peter could reply, Jakob added, “And don’t sugar-coat it. You’ve probably been trained to lie, and I probably wouldn’t see through it, but I’m old enough to handle the truth, and I think you owe it to me.” 
 
    Peter stopped walking in circles, leaned against the dusty counter and said, “Ella is my oldest friend.” 
 
    “No lies,” Jakob said. 
 
    Peter held up his hands, a placating gesture. “That’s the truth. I’ve known her for most of my life. Since I was nine. Until High School, we were inseparable.” 
 
    His father paused, so Jakob filled the gap, determined to keep the narrative moving. It wouldn’t be long before Ella or Anne came down to find out what was taking so long. “And during high school?” 
 
    “Puberty,” Peter said. “You remember that. What happened next was probably inevitable. She...was my life. And then, we drifted. College took us apart. But we came back together, somehow ending up in the same place, again and again.” 
 
    “Including after you were married.” 
 
    Peter’s eyes locked on the floor. The nod was nearly impossible to see, but the shame his father felt was palpable. 
 
    “That’s why Mom hated her.” 
 
    “Yes.” Peter blinked his eyes and turned away from Jakob. “I think she knew that even though I loved her, and chose her—and you—that I could never really stop loving Ella. Even if I loved your mom. Even if Ella loved someone else. She’s...a part of me. A part of my soul, I guess, if you want total honesty.” 
 
    “Sounds a little fruity for a Marine, if you ask me,” Jakob said. 
 
    Peter laughed and wiped his eyes before turning back around. “We still good?” 
 
    “I already figured most of this,” Jakob said. “But I wanted to hear it from you. Wanted to really understand who they were to you.” 
 
    Jakob was surprised to see his father sag, as though air had just been let out of a balloon man. “There’s more.” 
 
    Unable to imagine what more there could be, Jakob just waited. 
 
    “Anne,” his father said. “She might be your sister. Half-sister.” 
 
    The swirling caldron of emotions that struck Jakob stumbled him back. He leaned against the wall, beside the door, then slid down to his butt. Sister... A sister! Holy shit. As confusion gave way to understanding and excitement about the idea, Peter’s wording struck him. “What do you mean, ‘might?’” 
 
    “Right now, all we have is Ella’s word that she’s mine.” 
 
    “Does the timing fit?” Jakob asked. “Were you...with her twelve years ago? Is that when it happened?” 
 
    Peter nodded and said, “That doesn’t make it real.” 
 
    “But you trust her, right?” 
 
    “I want to,” Peter said. 
 
    “But...?” 
 
    “It’s not easy to trust someone after they helped kill the planet, intentionally or not.” 
 
    “Right,” Jakob said. “That.” 
 
    “That.” 
 
    “Does Anne know?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Peter said. “And it’s probably her mother’s place to tell her, not ours.” 
 
    “She looks a little like you,” Jakob said. He realized he’d already gone from skeptical to accepting and hopeful. A sister meant his family had grown, and he’d given up believing things like that were possible. 
 
    “I saw that, too,” Peter said, “but in case you haven’t noticed, Ella and I look a lot alike, too. Dark hair. Dark eyes. When we were kids, people thought we were siblings. Some thought we were twins. Anne looks more like Ella than anything. Like how I remember Ella as a kid.” 
 
    Jakob hadn’t realized how alike Ella and his father looked. But now that he mentioned it... “I guess I see it. So how will you decide? It’s not like you can take a DNA test.” 
 
    “When I decide I can trust Ella again. Fully trust her, I mean.” Peter helped Jakob to his feet, once again reestablishing the bond of father and son. “Until then, there’s no reason to not accept them. Life outside the house is hard. Dangerous. But I think their presence in our lives is a blessing. A possible future.” 
 
    “A family,” Jakob said. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Peter said, and stepped into the doorway. “But best to not get your hopes up. This is a harsh world. You told me not to lie to you, so I’m not going to. Not ever. The odds of all four of us reaching Boston alive are... Well, they’re not good.” 
 
    Jakob had already come to the same conclusion, and expected himself to be the first to fall, but now that he might have a sister... The temptation to hope for a new, safer life, was significant. “Okay, C3PO. Thanks for the pick-me-up. Maybe don’t tell me the odds.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want, Captain Solo.” Peter led them out of the kitchen, arm around his son. They walked up the stairs, side by side, heading for the front door. “By the way, nice shooting yesterday. You’d have made a good Marine.” 
 
    Peter pushed through the door, squinting in the morning sun. But he stopped short of exiting, saying, “What the hell?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Peter stared at the field separating the church’s front door from the road. What looked like a pixelated section of the cabbage crop—exactly where the Echo and its remains had lain, was missing. In its place was barren soil, which would hold new cabbage plants inside a month, if not sooner. But for now, it was a geometric scar of the previous day’s violence. 
 
    His hand went for his gun, but he didn’t draw it. Ella and Anne waited by the armored pickup, looking alert, but relaxed. Peter crept over the cabbage, the leafy green balls crunching under his feet. When he got close enough to the truck that he didn’t need to shout, he asked, “Did you do this?” 
 
    “Found it like this,” Ella said. She leaned against the truck bed, one leg propped up on the wheel behind her, arms crossed. Closer now, Peter could see the tension in her eyes. “There isn’t a single drop of blood left. Every plant that was soiled has been removed and taken away. No sign of what did it. No prints. No scat. I’ve never seen this kind of behavior before.” 
 
    Peter stepped onto the dirt. The softness of it underfoot felt foreign, but familiar. A taste of his old life. When he had been a farmer, working the fields. When he had been an active duty CSO, deployed in one part of the world or another. The land underfoot was always dirt. Always soft. Since crops had covered the world, there wasn’t much barren soil left. The clearings were either pavement or concrete. 
 
    He walked to the center of the dirt patch and crouched. He put his hand into the soil and lifted it up. The earth was cool, damp and dark, like rich chocolate cake. He smelled it and realized it smelled exactly like he did. Like they all did since rubbing themselves in dirt. He worked his thumb through the soil, separating clumps. When he saw wriggling pink, he flinched. 
 
    A worm. 
 
    I haven’t seen a worm since... But is it even still a worm? 
 
    He separated the small creature from the soil and held it in his open palm. Its body pulsed, sliding across his skin, leaving a thin trail of slick goo behind. 
 
    Just a worm. 
 
    “The soil’s not contaminated yet,” he said. 
 
    “And it won’t be.” Ella pushed off the truck. “The DNA breaks down with the rest of the plant as it decays. By the time it reaches the worms, there’s nothing left but nutrients.” 
 
    That the land was still able to be worked gave Peter a small measure of hope. The damage could be undone...if they could get rid of the ExoGenetic plants. But that wasn’t even the plan, was it? Why change the world back, when the human race could adapt? When we could eat the unlimited GMO crops without becoming monsters? 
 
    Peter dropped the soil and looked over the clearing. “You’re right about the prints; there aren’t any. But there are tracks.” He pointed to the nearly invisible crisscrossing lines covering the soil, the kind made when a branch is dragged over the earth to erase footprints. “The question isn’t what did this—it’s who.” 
 
    “We know,” Ella said, opening the door to the truck and climbing in behind the steering wheel. “Why don’t you tell him about it, Anne?” 
 
    Anne bounded up in front of Peter, bouncing from foot to foot. The action seemed playful in a way Peter hadn’t seen since the Change. She switched from bouncing to running in place and waving her arms around. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jakob asked, trying not to laugh, but failing. 
 
    “Looking natural,” Anne said. “So they won’t know we’re talking.” 
 
    Peter was instantly on guard, his eyes scouring the area for signs of company, but any signs of his vigilance were hidden by a phony laugh. He clapped, as though cheering her on. 
 
    Jakob just stood there, stunned by the behavior. 
 
    “Why don’t you go in the truck,” Peter said to his son, just a flicker of seriousness in his eyes. Jakob suddenly grasped the secret messages being passed back and forth, and added his own horribly fake laugh to the mix, waving his arms at the pair like they were ridiculous and walking, stiff-legged, to the truck. 
 
    “Don’t reply,” Anne said, her voice jolting as she continued to bounce. “They might see you. And don’t look straight when I—” 
 
    Peter lowered his head, hiding his mouth from any would-be lip readers watching them. “I was doing things like this before you were born.” 
 
    “Right.” Anne stopped moving, raised her hands and made a show of touching her toes. When she came back up, she said, “My five o’clock.” Toe touch and back up. “Two miles out, not far from the horizon.” 
 
    Peter raised his hands, laughing. “Okay, okay. I get it. You can stop now.” His arms came up in a stretch, bending behind his head. As he slowly extended his arms, he rolled his head, snapping his eyes to five o’clock for a moment. In that brief observation, he saw a faint flicker of light, the tell tale sign of an amateur watching through a spy glass, oblivious to the sun’s reflection. He finished the faux stretch with a real yawn and said, “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    With the casualness of a family continuing a cross-country vacation, Peter and Anne headed back to the truck and climbed inside. Peter had never sat in the passenger’s seat of his truck, and he was momentarily uncomfortable, but a second glance at the reflection across the barren field made him forget about riding shotgun. He put on his seatbelt and turned to Ella, who started the engine. 
 
    “Part of me wants to drive across the field and run them down,” Ella said. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t we?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “For starters,” Peter said, “our intel is limited. Non-existent. All we really know is that something intelligent, mostly likely human—” He glanced at Ella and saw her nodding, “—was here last night. We don’t know how many there are. What they have for weapons. Or what their intentions are. All we really know is that they know we’re here. That reflection out in the field could be a trap. Or a distraction. The variables are endless, and few of them are good. So our best course of action is to—” 
 
    “Get the hell out,” Anne said. 
 
    “And hope they don’t have a way to follow us,” Peter added. 
 
    Ella put the truck in gear and performed a fast three-point turn. Within a minute, they were back on the highway. Peter kept watch, but he saw no signs of pursuit. 
 
    “I’ve got two pieces of bad news,” Ella said, dashing Peter’s hopes that they’d managed to escape. “First...” she pointed ahead. 
 
    Cars filled the road in the distance. The remnants of a pile-up that had happened when civilization had gone to hell. Cars, trucks and eighteen-wheelers filled both sides of the freeway, the shoulder and the woods beyond, forming an impenetrable wall of twisted metal. 
 
    “Second,” Ella said. “We’re low on gas.” 
 
    Peter leaned over, looking at the gas gauge, which was hovering over ‘E.’ He could have sworn they’d had at least a quarter of a tank the previous night. 
 
    “But there’s a silver lining,” Ella said, pointing again, this time to a green exit sign just before the accident. As they approached, a blue rectangle mounted below the exit sign showed a gas pump icon and an arrow pointing to the right. 
 
    “Could be a trap,” Jakob said from the back. 
 
    “Probably,” Anne said. 
 
    “Before the debate begins,” Ella said, steering toward the approaching exit, “I would rather fight an army of people before giving up this tank of a truck and once again facing the prospect of crossing the country on foot. As long as we have wheels, our chances of surviving go way up. So if they want a fight, I suggest we give it to them. Otherwise, it’s going to be a long walk.” 
 
    No one said a word as she steered the truck off the highway and onto the off-ramp. She slowed to ten miles per hour, inching up to the intersection, stopping completely when the first signs of the gas station came into view. The tall sign was just visible over the tree line. 
 
    Peter turned to Jakob. “You up to handling the machine gun again?” 
 
    “Uh,” Jakob said. “And shooting it at people?” 
 
    “If there are people that want to shoot us, yes.” 
 
    Jakob thought on it for a moment, but gave a nod. “I’ll do what I have to.” 
 
    “Hop in the back. Stay down. Under the tarp. Out of sight. If things go south, I want a repeat of last night. Just remember to pick your targets and conserve your ammo.” 
 
    “Right,” Jakob said, “No pray and spray.” The boy was trying to sound confident, but he hadn’t fully hidden the quiver in his voice. Regardless of his fear, Jakob opened the back door, slid out and climbed into the truck bed. 
 
    Peter turned to Anne. “Get between the seats and stay there until we’re away, okay?” 
 
    She nodded and climbed down. 
 
    “We can’t just pull in there like it’s a normal gas station,” Ella said, gripping the wheel hard enough to drain the blood from her fingers. “We’ll be wide open for attack.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re not going to. You are.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes opened wide. “And you’ll be?” 
 
    “In the trees,” Peter said. “If there’s trouble, I’ll handle it and meet you at the pumps. If you hear me shooting before you get there, turn around.” 
 
    “And leave you?” 
 
    “If you have to, yes.” 
 
    “I don’t— 
 
    “You’ve got precious cargo,” Peter said. “You will.” He opened his door slowly and slid out onto the pavement. “Give me ten minutes to check things out, and then come in slow.” He took a step back, but Ella stopped him with a word. 
 
    “Peter.” She reached out her hand. 
 
    He leaned back in, took her fingers in his and squeezed. The stare between them said enough. 
 
    Peter withdrew his hand from hers. “I know.” Then he closed the door and ran into the woods lining the off-ramp, armed with a pistol, a knife and the desire to show whoever it was that was messing with them, that there were still more dangerous predators in the world than the ExoGens. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Ella waited five minutes before pulling onto the road and heading for the gas station. During that time, Anne remained silent and motionless. The girl had become skilled at stealth, knowing to remain still, body and soul, even while an enemy stood just feet away. The moment the illusion of nothingness was disturbed, the ruse was over, along with your life. Anne had remained hidden while their previous companions had been snatched away and eaten. Ella remembered the events with clarity, lying still under their camouflaged cloaks, listening to screams, and then the chewing. The memories disturbed her. Haunted her dreams. But she was an adult. How much more poignant would they be for Anne? 
 
    How different will she be from me when she grows up? Ella wondered. Endless questions without answers streamed through her mind. How would nurture affect the girl’s nature? Her mind? Her resilience? She’d already proven herself strong, but would she crack? 
 
    Or will I crack first? 
 
    Ella thought back to what her life had been like as a girl. Normal. Quiet. And shared, with Peter. She tried to picture herself in Anne’s shoes, and failed. 
 
    At least she has Peter in her life now. We’ll have that much in common, aside from our shared DNA. 
 
    Moving at a cautious 20 mph, Ella drove toward the gas station. As she neared the break in the treeline where the station resided, her apprehension increased. Heading into danger was not how they’d survived so far. Survival was only guaranteed by hiding or fleeing. But this... 
 
    On the surface, this felt wrong, like suicide, except she and Peter were putting their children at risk, too. She put a hand on the shotgun in the passenger’s seat, ready to raise it at a moment’s notice. With a sidelong glance at the woods to her right, she looked for any sign of Peter, but seeing further than the roadside was impossible. The newly resilient strain of RC-714-modified Zea saccharata—sweet corn—had filled all the gaps between the leafy trees. The corn looked like a wall, the trees like watchtowers, keeping intruders out. Finding Peter amid the fruits of her labor would be impossible. 
 
    He’s not there anyway, she told herself. Peter was precise. He had said he would meet her at the gas station in ten minutes, so that was where he would be. 
 
    Except, he wasn’t. 
 
    She slowed to a crawl as the gas station came into view. It was a small station with an attached, one-car garage. The building was painted white with red framing. A collection of never-repaired vehicles sat off to the side, rusting and framed by corn stalks. The logo on the shattered window was unreadable, but it had been mounted atop the two pumps also: ‘Harrison’s.’ 
 
    With rising trepidation, she pulled up next to the pumps. Peter was nowhere to be seen, but fleeing wouldn’t get them anywhere but stuck a few miles down the road when the truck ran out of gas. 
 
    No, she thought. No running or hiding this time. We’ll fight if we need to. 
 
    “Stay still,” she said through pursed lips. Not waiting for a reply from Anne, she shut off the truck, leaving the keys in the ignition. Then she opened the door and stepped into the warm, summer air. She hadn’t even realized the truck’s air conditioner had been running. The humid air now clinging to her dirt-caked body quickly saturated her, filling her with longing for a climate-controlled laboratory. She had become hardened. She knew that. Recognized the physical and emotional traits. But the real Ella was still in there, still pining for a soft bed, gourmet food and the safety of a world without ExoGenetic predators. 
 
    Suck it up, she told herself. That’s not going to happen in your lifetime, so get over it. It’s the future we’re fighting for. 
 
    Acting as casual as possible while clutching a shotgun, she scanned the area. They were surrounded by walls of corn and trees in every direction, except for where the crumbling pavement cut through. There could be a hundred Stalkers lurking all around them, and they’d never know. 
 
    I’d hear them, she thought, focusing on the lack of sound around her. With no trace of a breeze, the world was silent. Aside from the ticking of the truck’s cooling engine, she heard nothing. No insects. No birds. No distant hum of humanity. The world had eaten itself. The only insects that remained were either pollen-consuming prey, or super predators that didn’t announce their presence. The same was true for birds. The few she’d seen were massive things, Apex predators with twelve-foot wingspans, hunting each other into oblivion. 
 
    She opened the gas cap on the side of the truck, placing it on the flatbed’s sidewall and mumbling. “I’ve never siphoned gas before.” 
 
    Jakob looked up at her from below, whispering, “Where’s my dad?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen him,” she replied, head down, scratching the back of her scalp. 
 
    Jakob pointed to a three-foot-long metal rod with a hook on the end. It lay next to a long coil of tubing and a hand pump. Jakob had been busy while hiding in the back. “Pumps won’t work without power. Use this to open the gas reservoir covers.” 
 
    Ella reached in, trying to emote an air of ‘I do this shit all the time.’ She plucked up the nameless tool and looked for the fuel reservoir covers. She found them fifteen feet behind the truck. While keeping watch on her surroundings, she headed for the nearest cover, looped the hook around a small receptacle, and lifted it free. The metal cover was heavy, but not prohibitively so. She moved it to the side, and then she repeated the process with the other three covers, assuming that air flow would help with the pumping. 
 
    The smell of gasoline stung her nose and erased all traces of the corn scented air. She stood suddenly tense. No longer being able to smell was nearly as unnerving as not being able to hear or see. In this world of hunter and prey, scent was often the first telltale sign of a predator. 
 
    Doubling her pace, she moved back to the truck, reached in and took the pump and tubing. 
 
    Jakob’s whispering stopped her before she could walk away. “Take the gas cans.” He motioned to the back of the truck where three red gas cans sat. They’d long since emptied them into the dirty truck. “We need to treat the gas before putting it in the tank. Make sure it won’t kill the engine.” 
 
    “This is going to take too long,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Is my dad back?” 
 
    She shook her head slightly. 
 
    “Then it’s not too long, because we’re not leaving without him.” 
 
    Ella lifted the pump and walked away, setting it down by the open hatch. She went back for the gas cans, pausing for a moment to say, “He’ll be back.” Then she returned to the pump, moving fast, her sense of impending doom rising, a volcanic cloud blotting out her reasoning and discipline. Her hands shook as she unraveled the tube. The device looked like a bicycle pump, except for the long tube mounted to the side, just beneath the pump, and a second, shorter tube mounted to the side at the bottom. She didn’t know exactly how the pump worked, but only the long tube could reach the gas hidden below, so she fed it into the open hatch until it disappeared inside and the line went taut. She placed the second tube into the nearest gas can and began pumping. 
 
    It was easy work at first, the pump moving up and down, but then the gas reached the pump, adding resistance. She was encouraged as air and fuel spattered out of the line and then flowed with each rise and fall of the pump, but her arm began to burn from the repetitive motion. She was also vulnerable; both hands occupied, her sense of smell shot, and her mind distracted by the task at hand. So when she heard the crunch of approaching feet behind her, the sound didn’t register until a hand wrapped around her shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    Reflex responded before her mind. She dropped the pump and swung a vicious backhand. Her fist was caught, slapping into the open palm of...Peter. He looked winded, soaked with sweat trailing clean lines down his soiled face. 
 
    “Peter!” she said. “Shit!” 
 
    “How much have you pumped?” Peter asked, eyes on the road. 
 
    “I just got start—” Before she could finish, Peter picked up the device and pumped hard, the fuel gushing into the gas can. “When this is full, prep it with the PRI in the truck and get it in the tank.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re about to have company,” he said. 
 
    Ella scanned the area. Nothing seemed different. But that was part of the problem. They could be surrounded. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Not sure, but we were right. This station is a trap.” 
 
    “How do you know?” she asked, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 
 
    “Bodies in the woods.” 
 
    “How many.” 
 
    “Too many. And not all human.” Peter yanked the tube out of the gas can and inserted it in the next, pumping hard again. 
 
    Not wanting to waste time, Ella hauled the heavy container back to the truck. When she arrived, Jakob sat up, looking relieved when he saw his father, and then nervous when he saw Ella’s face. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “You know how to get this ready?” she asked. “With the PRI?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Do it,” she said, “and put it in the tank.” She turned and walked away without waiting to see if Jakob followed her orders. She knew he would. 
 
    Peter was nearly done with the second of the three gas cans when she returned. He knew she had questions and answered without needing to be asked. “I went back to the highway. We got ahead of them, but they’re hauling ass. They’ll be here in a few minutes.” 
 
    “They have vehicles?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Transportation, yes. Vehicles...” he shook his head. “Not exactly.” He finished pumping and switched the hose to the third tank. “If we’re lucky, we can stay ahead of them. But I don’t think we can count on that.” 
 
    “You think they’re already coming from the other side?” 
 
    “Or permanently stationed there.” He started pumping again. “Have you looked at the concrete? This gas station is a killing ground.” 
 
    Ella glanced down, and then around the concrete rectangle that formed the floor of the gas station. Instead of a light gray color, it was stained dark brown. In response, Ella hurried the second gas can back to the truck. Jakob finished pouring gas from the first can into the truck and traded with Ella. 
 
    A distant horn blast sounded. The pair froze. 
 
    “Was that a car horn?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ella said, and hurried back to Peter, who was somehow pumping even faster now. 
 
    “Only time for one more,” he said, withdrawing the hose from the third gas can and pushing it toward Ella as she put the first back down. He was pumping even as he put the hose inside the spout. “Just cap that and strap it down in the back.” 
 
    The horn blast repeated, louder this time, and no longer muffled by a forest of trees and corn. It sounded deep and throaty, less like a horn and more like a roar, organic and raw. Hungry. 
 
    “That’s it! Let’s go!” Peter said, standing and running back to the truck, his can half full, the pump clutched in hand, dragging the long hose behind, leaking fuel over the blood-stained concrete. “Keys?” 
 
    “In the ignition,” Ella replied, loading the tank into the back. 
 
    Jakob finished pouring the second PRI treated gas can into the tank and practically threw himself back into the truck bed. He quickly took the gas cans and strapped them down with bungee cords. “I got this!” 
 
    “Strap in!” Peter shouted, climbing in behind the steering wheel. Ella started running around the truck, heading for the passenger’s side door, when she was struck by a pang of guilt. She couldn’t leave Jakob alone in the back. 
 
    And then she had no choice. 
 
    As an organ-quivering bellow swept over her, Ella jumped into the truck bed. The roar merged with the sound of screeching tires. Ella looked back as the truck pulled away, and her scream joined the chorus. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The shrill scream coming from Jakob’s voice would have embarrassed him in most situations. But not that day, at that moment, when the inhuman emerged from the road, staring him down, hunger in its eyes...in their eyes. It helped that he wasn’t the only person vocalizing a cocktail of surprise and terror. Ella, the scientist turned hardened survivor, let out a cry, as well. 
 
    The two large creatures were built like rhinos, but covered in matted, thick brown fur clumped into muddy dreadlocks. Emerging from the snout wasn’t a horn, but what looked like a large antler with four prongs on either side, ending in razor-sharp, spoon-shaped tips. The creatures’ large, black-pupiled eyes were peeled wide to reveal jaundiced, bloodshot orbs. Tendrils of frothy drool dangled from gaping, panting maws—and that was where things really got freaky. Inside each creature’s mouth was a large wooden bit, attached to leather reins, the kinds Jakob was accustomed to seeing on horses. The reins rose up, clutched in the hands of a smaller creature sitting atop each beast. The riders had clearly once been human, but were now something else. 
 
    The one that caught his eye was, or had been, a woman. It was in those intelligent, feminine eyes that he saw more than hunger. He saw hate. Loathing. Abject and barely contained ferocity. And something familiar he couldn’t quite place. Her face was stretched out, elongated to make room for teeth so long and curled that they pierced back through her mud-covered cheeks. The woman was naked, her body emaciated, but twitching with lean muscles. A mane of hair flowed from her head and down her back. She was a primal thing, hungry and hateful, but with still-human eyes...eyes that held his gaze a moment while the truck’s tires spun over dirty concrete. 
 
    Did I know her before? he wondered, but he lost sight of the woman when the tires caught and the truck lurched onto the road. Jakob was thrown down to the floor, caught by Ella, whose wide eyes reflected his own. 
 
    “You okay?” Ella shouted over the roar of the truck’s acceleration. 
 
    Before Jakob could reply, the pair slid forward, crashing into the metal supply case. Tires squealed as the truck came to a sudden stop. The back window slid open and Anne’s face appeared. “Hold on! We’re surrounded!” 
 
    Jakob moved to sit up and look, but Ella held him back. “Not yet!” 
 
    He wanted to argue, but her point was made a moment later, when the truck shot backwards, braked hard again and spun 180 degrees, sending them back the way they’d come, back toward the pair of gargantuans filling the road. Why would we go back? he thought, and then he sat up, looking behind them. Six more of the creatures, each with a naked rider—flowing haired and big toothed—charged from behind. 
 
    Anne’s face returned to the window. “Shoot the gas! Peter says shoot the gas!” 
 
    While Jakob wondered why they would shoot the gas strapped down to the truck bed, Ella jumped up behind the machine gun, spun it around so it was facing to the front, and opened fire. The rattling bullets drowned out the sound of the pursuing monsters, their broad feet pounding, their mouths breathing heavily. Jakob clung to the side of the truck bed and looked down the road toward the approaching gas station and the two rhino-things, holding their ground, welcoming them back to the slaughter house. 
 
    For a moment, he was surprised to see how poorly Ella was missing. The monsters were big targets, but her stream of bullets was nowhere near them. Instead, she was shooting at the gas station. At the concrete ground. 
 
    At the line of gasoline leading toward the reservoir. 
 
    Jakob’s eyes widened as a white hot, orange tracer round struck the concrete, sparking and igniting the spilled fuel. The line of fire streaked across the blood stains and then descended into the still-open reservoir hatch. “Oh...my...oof!” 
 
    “Down!” Ella shouted, tackling Jakob to the truck bed’s floor. 
 
    The shockwave and sound hit them just milliseconds apart. The front end of the truck was lifted off the ground, sending Ella and Jakob sliding toward the back. Jakob slammed into the rear hatch, while Ella became tangled in the mounted machine gun’s tripod legs. Debris pinged off the armored sides of the truck, pocking tree bark and shredding corn stalks around them. Flames swirled around the truck, twisting in toward Jakob, the heat scalding, and then all at once, the blast contracted. 
 
    The truck fell back to earth, the rear vaulting up as the front end landed, throwing Jakob forward again. His head struck one of the tripod legs, the impact setting his vision spinning. 
 
    “Hang on!” his father shouted, his voice muffled and distant. 
 
    An impact like a second explosion struck the vehicle from the side. Ella was slammed into the side, her body falling limp, still tangled in the tripod. Jakob was flung upwards again, but this time when he fell, he didn’t land on the hard metal truck bed; he fell several feet further and toppled onto pavement. 
 
    Onto the road. 
 
    With the wind knocked out of him, Jakob found moving difficult. He was sitting in the road, sucking air, his lungs desperate for more. The truck was in front of him, tearing away from the monster that had struck its side—one of the six that had been chasing them—its rider thrown by the impact. 
 
    The truck sped away, swerving around the ruined and burning body of the rhino-thing that had been nearest to the explosion—the one that had held the ExoGenetic woman with the familiar eyes. They’re going to make it, he thought, feeling glad for them, while resigned himself to his fate. 
 
    I knew I would be first. 
 
    As the pavement beneath him shook, he looked back and saw the remaining mammoth creatures, and their riders, charging toward him. 
 
    Not toward me, he realized. Past me. They’re going after the truck. 
 
    He didn’t know if they saw the truck as larger prey or simply believed he couldn’t escape on foot, but he wasn’t going to ignore the opportunity. Spurred like a hot brand was being held to his side, Jakob scurried to his feet and sprinted for the side of the road. Before entering the corn, he heard a grunt, looked back and wished he hadn’t. The Rider, with a capital R, he decided, who had been thrown from his mount had recovered. The ExoGenetic man ran on all fours, like an ape, his arms long and muscular, the long hair on his head and back bouncing with each lunge forward. The man’s mouth hung agape, the long curved teeth jutting forward to impale. 
 
    Jakob lost sight of the Rider when he entered the wall of corn stalks. His pace slowed as the vegetation slapped against him, the oversized heads of corn striking like fists. He tried to move between the plants, but this wasn’t a farm with neat rows, it was wild and aggressively growing corn, the distribution dense and random—impossible to find a clear path through. So he took the beating, knowing that the man behind him, with broad shoulders, running in a crouch, would have to carve his own wide path...unless they’d already adapted for running through corn. 
 
    But he didn’t think that was the case. The Riders had somehow formed a symbiotic relationship with the giant—what would Anne call them? Woolies. Hunters united. Sharing prey. 
 
    Sharing me if I don’t get the hell out of here. 
 
    Unable to see more than a few feet, Jakob navigated by sound. He could hear the Rider behind him, huffing and snapping corn stalks with each lunge forward. Further away, he could hear the roar of an engine, so out of place in the world now, and the thunderous impacts of the Woolie herd giving chase. One of them bellowed, sounding frustrated. Go, Dad, he thought, just go, and Jakob angled to the left, on a path that he thought would take him behind the gas station and roughly in the direction of the highway. If he could reach that stretch of open road, there was a slight chance he could reconnect with his family, after they found another way around the roadblock. 
 
    “Utchaka!” a shrill voice screamed from behind. 
 
    Jakob couldn’t tell if the man had shouted an actual word in another language, or if he was just spewing nonsense. Either way, the shout announced the man’s arrival and his impending attack. 
 
    Jakob changed direction, cutting behind a tree. 
 
    The Rider emerged from the corn into the path hewn by Jakob’s flight, swinging his thick-nailed hand out. Bark and tree flesh burst away from the impact. 
 
    Holy shit! Jakob thought, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    The Rider hissed in aggravation, slammed his thick fists on the ground twice and launched himself after Jakob again, moving at an angle to close the distance. Jakob zig-zagged through the corn forest, running in and out of as many trees as possible, while staying on a roughly northward trajectory. He glanced to the left and saw the gleaming white back of the gas station. A column of flame and smoke rose up from the ruined concrete out front. 
 
    His eyes lingered on the fire. He knew, in his heart, that he couldn’t outrun the Rider chasing him down like a cheetah after a gazelle. This gazelle had been trapped inside a house for two years, and despite being skinny, he was already getting winded. Eventually, he’d have to stop and fight. 
 
    More like fight and die, he thought. 
 
    But the fire...mankind’s oldest weapon... Maybe he could use it. 
 
    He cut hard left, making for the gas station. 
 
    “Cheepita!” the Rider shrieked, and Jakob felt sure the man was just shouting unintelligibly, once again announcing his assault. But this time, despite the warning, there was no avoiding the man. Four claws raked across Jakob’s back. He felt hot streaks of blood running down his skin, followed by a burning pain that drew a scream from his lips. 
 
    But he didn’t stop running, and the Rider, off balance from his strike, fell a few feet behind. As the cornstalks thinned at the edge of the parking lot, Jakob reached out and tore three stalks from the ground, carrying them as he cleared the forest and stumbled into the parking lot. He surveyed the area and found it empty, save for the dead Woolie burning in the road. 
 
    Super-heated air wicked the moisture from his skin and made him squint. His run became a jog, as acrid smoke swirled around him. He coughed and winced, but pushed forward, toward the flames he thought might give him a chance against his hairy and flammable adversary. When he noticed the front of the gas station was burning, too, he hurried to the smaller flames and held the corn out, roasting them. The lush plant sizzled, dried and caught fire. 
 
    “Chuftack!” 
 
    Jakob whirled around, holding the burning corn toward the attacking Rider. The man flinched to a stop. He hissed and stretched his jaw, fully revealing the four-inch, needle-like, lower teeth and the shorter, but equally sharp, upper teeth. And then, the Rider almost looked bored, craning its head one way and then the other. 
 
    Jakob thrust the corn out like a spear, hoping the flames would set the thick, greasy mane of hair on fire. Instead, the Rider simply swiped one of his arms out and swatted the flames away, not frightened, intimidated or aflame. The man’s muscles coiled. He lowered himself to the ground. He’s going to pounce, Jakob thought, and I’m going to die. 
 
    “Rrrootacha!” the high-pitched scream from behind Jakob made him, and the Rider about to lunge at him, flinch in unison. 
 
    Jakob spun around to find the female Rider, her hair smoldering, her eyes locked on the male, teeth barred, a throaty growl reverberating from her chest. Jakob hadn’t seen it before, but she was larger than the male, who was closer to Jakob’s size. The male barked at her, hissing. And then she lunged. With a yelp of surprise, the male Rider bolted, plowing a new path into the corn, with no signs of stopping. 
 
    The female bounded once after the fleeing competitor, but her second leap spun her around. A small fraction of a shout escaped Jakob’s lips before the Rider struck, slamming into Jakob’s chest, knocking the air from his lungs, and then crushing him down on the parking lot, heaving out any air that remained. Jakob’s vision quickly tunneled. He longed for unconsciousness, to not see what was about to happen, but that sweet bliss never came. Instead, he stared up into the eyes of the Rider woman. 
 
    Those familiar eyes. 
 
    She stared right back, hungry. Drool dripped from the long teeth, running down his cheeks. The woman tensed, about to bite, and then...she didn’t. The fight went out of her like she’d been stabbed. Her jaws closed shut, the long, lower teeth sliding into deep, scarred pockets in her cheeks and nose. 
 
    Her blue eyes remained on his. 
 
    Her irises widened. 
 
    Then softened. 
 
    And then, all at once, they filled with a deep, welling sadness that Jakob knew. 
 
    She spoke slowly, testing the word. “Ja-kob?” 
 
    Jakob’s heart nearly seized in his chest. His lungs burned for air. But he managed a single whispered word. 
 
    “M—Mom?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Peter squinted as fire exploded up out of the gas station reservoir. “Get down!” he shouted to Ella and Jakob in the back, but he doubted they could hear him over the thunderous clap and the pressure wave that lifted the truck’s front end off the ground. Shards of concrete assaulted the truck’s armored shell, deflecting away or shattering. Had the truck not been lifted up, the windshield would have been torn apart, and me with it. 
 
    Flames expanded out, engulfing the truck’s cab. The interior glowed orange, the heat seeping in through the vents. He let out a scream of anger, knowing his son was in the back of the truck, fully exposed to the heat, to the danger. 
 
    This God-damned world! 
 
    The flames dissipated, and the truck dropped. The frame rattled as the front shocks tried and failed to absorb the blow. Peter caught a glimpse of the road ahead, burning and open. One of the giant creatures had been torn apart by the blast, a massive chunk of concrete embedded in its burning side. Its rider was nowhere to be seen. The second creature and its rider were nowhere to be seen. Then the airbag deployed, erasing his view and stalling his response. 
 
    The airbag fought against him as he reached for the knife on his belt. Before he could reach it, a rumbling caught his attention, and he glanced out the driver’s side window, where one of the rhino-like creatures charged toward them, its massive head lowered, its split horn leading the way. 
 
    “Hang on!” he shouted, not knowing if anyone could even hear him. 
 
    The creature struck hard from an angle, knocking them sideways, but also propelling them forward. The creature’s head struck the armored driver’s side, impaling its face on one of the many savage spikes he’d welded to the exterior, and shearing a few prongs from its horn. The stunned creature bellowed in pain, flinching back for just a moment, but long enough for Peter to rein in control of the spinning vehicle and slam his foot down on the gas pedal. With a shriek of tires, the truck tore away from the monster. 
 
    Peter steered with one hand. With his free hand, he recovered the knife from his belt and stabbed at the airbag, which popped and blew white, dusty air into the cab. He dropped the blade into the passenger’s seat and returned both hands to the wheel. Back in control, he directed the truck toward the gap between the stunned creature and the dead, burning one. If we can just squeeze between— 
 
    A third, even larger rhino-thing stepped in from behind, filling the gap. They were trapped. Again. 
 
    “Into the woods!” Anne shouted. She was seated behind him, strapped in tight. 
 
    “We’ll hit a tree,” he argued. 
 
    “Steer by looking up! You can see the trees over the corn!” 
 
    The girl was right. Looking straight ahead, he’d be blind, but he might be able to see the trees above them well enough to navigate. The angled, inverted V-shaped plow mounted to the front end of the truck would make short work of the corn. Without further discussion or thought, he yanked the wheel to the right. The truck burst through a column of smoke from the burning gasoline on his right and the roasting monster on his left. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouted when the smoke cleared, turning harder to the right to avoid a tall pine. They surged past the tree, scraping bark from its side and entering the corn forest. The riotous hiss of cornstalks slapping against the exterior sounded like a jet engine. The truck withstood the barrage, its armor and plow bending the ExoGenetic plants to the old fashioned mechanical will of man. Peter found he could see better than he thought possible as the angled plow shredded corn stalks and shot them out to the sides, rather than up and over the windshield. He could also see the maze of trees, and steered back and forth, taking out saplings when unavoidable, but doing his best to dodge anything that might stop them in their tracks. The soft earth beneath the tires didn’t help, but they were moving faster than he’d thought possible. 
 
    “Here they come!” Anne shouted, her little shaved head craned back. 
 
    Peter glanced in the rearview. A column of the monsters was gaining on them, having no trouble following the path carved by the truck. 
 
    Anne followed her warning with an even more frightened sounding, “I don’t see Mom or Jakob!” 
 
    Peter turned around this time, seeing neither Ella nor Jakob in the back, but that made sense. They’d be on the floor, clinging to whatever they could find. He shouted as he turned forward and found a tree directly in their path. He turned hard to the left, the maize-slick tires slipping over the earth. The front end avoided the tree, but the rear bumper clipped it, sending a shudder through the vehicle and cracking Peter’s head against the driver’s side window. Blood trickled down the side of his face as he fought to regain control. Tires spun, hurling corn and mud, and then caught. The truck surged deeper into the woods, angling slowly back toward the road, where he was positive they could outrun the massive creatures, which would eventually tire and slow. 
 
    He glanced in the rearview again. A huge, ugly face with horrible eyes greeted him. It had a flaring, runny nose that sprayed like old faithful with each breath. The truck was seconds away from being struck from behind. The vehicle could take the hit, but it could knock them off course, sending them into a tree. 
 
    Peter searched for a solution and found it thirty feet ahead. He turned slightly without slowing, careful to keep the monster close behind him. A large tree emerged from the corn, directly ahead, its wide-spread roots fighting off the encroaching corn. But Peter was ready for it and gave the wheel just enough of a spin to narrowly avoid the obstacle. Thick roots sent the truck bouncing erratically, but they passed safely by. 
 
    The monster that had been following close behind dug its thick, stout legs into the soil, but it was too little too late. The long face careened into the immovable tree, crushed flat by the force of the collision. The rider, a hairy naked male, was flung forward, striking the tree head on, his legs and thick arms splaying out to the sides like one of those Halloween witch decorations. A second creature, following too close, rammed into the backside of the first, impaling it with the long, splayed horn. The rider was flung, but held onto the reins and arced back to the ground, while the beast tried, and failed, to withdraw its horn from its now-dead companion’s ass. Four more of the monsters rounded the scene and continued the pursuit. 
 
    Weaving back and forth, the speedometer showing a steady and reckless 40 mph, Peter carved a frantic path back toward the road. He could see a clearing ahead, stretching north and south—a band free of trees and corn. Almost there... He lined up a straight shot, ready to steer hard right and race away. 
 
    There was a slap on the back window, quickly followed by a muffled shout. He glanced back and saw Ella, her face bloodied. “We lost Jakob!” 
 
    “What!” Peter’s mind rewound the past few minutes, since they left the gas station. He couldn’t figure out when they had lost him. 
 
    “At the gas station!” Ella shouted, providing the answer. 
 
    Distracted by the news, Peter reacted to their return to the road a moment too late. The truck jounced up onto the road, spinning, shrieking and stopping, its rear end halfway off the road on the opposite side. 
 
    Peter shook his head, trying to recover from the vicious spin and impact. The blood dripping down his face was hot and irritating, smearing his vision. Gas station, he thought, need to get back— 
 
    But it was too late. Corn and trees peeled away as the four creatures pursuing them calmly stepped out of the forest, surrounding the truck’s front end. The riders on their backs looked smug and confident, chins lifted up. Noble savages. 
 
    Peter considered reversing into the forest, but the steering and seeing would be a nightmare. They’d be caught in seconds. 
 
    So what then? 
 
    They’re intelligent, he thought. Maybe not like people, but smart enough to ambush prey. They could have attacked the church, but didn’t. They chose to wait until they had the advantage. He looked at their arrogant faces. He couldn’t tell whether the long, exposed teeth were a grin, but he sensed pride in their gazes. 
 
    Peter picked up the knife from the passenger’s seat and slid it back into the sheath. He yanked the door handle and shoved it open with his foot, sliding out of the truck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ella hissed. 
 
    “Just be ready with the shotgun if this doesn’t work,” he replied. 
 
    “If what doesn’t work?” 
 
    “Domesticated animals require direction,” he said. “I’m going to remove theirs.” He stepped out around the door, leaving it open, the engine still running. 
 
    The four riders looked confused by his bold actions, their confidence floundering for a brief moment. Then Peter pointed at one of the ExoGenetic men, his eyes challenging. The four riders chuffed with what sounded like laughter, and the singled-out male leapt down from his mount with little effort. Strong, intelligent and agile, Peter thought, watching the freed rhino-thing relax and sit on its haunches, but not street-smart. 
 
    Peter held his ground as the once-man charged, shouting, “Oufinarg!” 
 
    I’m coming Jakob. 
 
    Just stay alive. 
 
    I’ll be with you soon. 
 
    All of Peter’s CSO training came back as muscle memory, his body reacting without a need for thought. He side stepped the attack, avoiding the outstretched claws that would fillet his flesh. He caught the creature’s left hand bending it back, sharp and fast, cracking the wrist, but more importantly, stretching and exposing the skin underneath. With a quick swipe, he yanked the knife from his belt, pulled it across the wrist and followed the cut with a quick jab to the side of the neck. 
 
    The whole attack and counterattack took a single second. 
 
    Peter stepped back, unharmed. 
 
    The ExoGen man stumbled, looking confused. He turned toward Peter, the fight in his eyes slowly draining, along with his blood. The man’s brows furrowed low enough to be impaled by the long, sharp, lower teeth extending upward. He lifted a hand to his spurting neck, his slit wrist adding fluid to the bloody fountain. Then his eyes rolled back and he fell to the road with a thud. 
 
    The dead man’s mount didn’t flinch. It stayed seated, looking dimwitted. They might be predatory, Peter thought, but they’re used to being fed, or led on a hunt. They no longer think for themselves. 
 
    The other three riders reacted to their compatriot’s death just as Peter had hoped they would. Rather than stomping him to a pulp with their mammoth rides, all three jumped down, hooting and hollering, ready to finish what the first had failed to accomplish. And this was where things got dicey. Taking on a physically superior fighter was simple one-on-one. In a group, not so much. One mistake and they could crush his skull or tear his arm off. They made it harder by running in a tight, single-file line. He couldn’t see beyond the first, and even if he managed to kill the first, the other two would just bowl them all over. 
 
    Luckily, he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Ella!” 
 
    The shotgun boomed, drowning out Peter’s shout and reshaping the lead man’s head into something resembling a waning moon. As the first rider fell, Peter caught sight of the second, his eyes widening with surprise, too stunned to react. Peter lunged to meet him, thrusting the knife up under the creature’s chin, through the roof of his mouth and into his brain. The man collapsed in a heap, as the shotgun roared again. Peter landed on his feet, bloody knife in hand. The third attacker slid to a stop at his feet, its neck sheared away, save for the spine. The body twitched madly, the legs still trying to run, and then it fell still. 
 
    Peter eyed the rider-less beasts. They returned his gaze, more curious than incensed. One by one, they sat, waiting for their dead riders to return and direct them. No longer fearing the giants, Peter ran to the car, jumped behind the wheel and hit the gas, passing the stationary steeds. The door flung closed on its own, and with a screech of tires, Peter headed back toward the gas station, and he hoped, his son. 
 
    Smoke clouded his vision as they neared the station. He pushed through, believing his son wise enough to avoid the smoke. As the last of the ash rose up over the windshield, the view became clear. For a moment, Peter’s voice caught in his throat, and then it exploded out, “Jakob!” 
 
    Jakob lay on the gas station parking lot, pinned by the female rider, who was larger than the males he’d just fought. Her hair smoked. Her body was singed and naked. Her face hovered inches from Jakob’s, the mouth working up and down, large enough to cleave his face away in one bite. 
 
    He hammered the brakes, announcing his arrival. He threw the truck into park before it had come to a stop and launched himself into the parking lot. To his surprise and relief, the female had already abandoned Jakob and was fleeing on all fours, into the corn. He fell by his son’s side. “Jakob!” 
 
    The boy was conscious, but dazed. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Jakob just shook his head. 
 
    He’s in shock, Peter decided, and scooped him up. He hurried back to the truck, as loud cries bellowed out around them. Some from the forest, some from the road leading back toward the highway. Ella opened the back door as he arrived, and he slid Jakob into the back seat. Anne moved over, gripped Jakob’s shirt and helped haul him inside. 
 
    “He’s okay,” Peter said to Ella, noting her concern, and then he motioned to the passenger’s side door as the sounds of reinforcements closed in. “Get in.” Peter ran to the driver’s side, dove behind the wheel, and said, “We’re getting the fuck out of here.” Gas pedal to the floor, he steered the truck onto the road, away from the highway and sped off, hoping it wasn’t true, but somehow knowing they now had an army hunting them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    The worst part about flying was the God-damned birds. There weren’t many left, because competition for the air, where rivals could be spotted many miles away and confrontation was always guaranteed, was fierce. But those that remained... Kenyon called them ‘Sky Tyrants,’ because of how they ruled the sky, plucking prey from the ground with ease. When all was said and done, and the planet’s evolving species ate themselves into oblivion, it would be a bird, he believed, one giant freaking bird, that would dominate the planet. Then it would eventually succumb to starvation, its skeleton confusing the hell out of some future or perhaps alien archeologist. 
 
    So when a bird was spotted, either by eye or by radar, the trio of helicopters tracking Ella Masse’s slow progress across the country hit dirt, stopped their engines and sat still, hoping the predator hadn’t ever eaten a giant wingless dragonfly, which the choppers resembled from above. 
 
    The helicopters weren’t defenseless. They were armed with machine guns and rocket pods still capable of dropping most living things, but birds of prey posed a serious threat. They were super-evolved for aerial speed, maneuverability and lethality—not to mention a hunger that blinded them to danger. 
 
    “Anything on the radar?” Kenyon asked. He sat in the back of the Black Hawk helicopter, trying to ignore the searing heat of the Midwestern summer day being absorbed by the vehicle’s dark blue shell. 
 
    “Nothing for ten minutes,” Mackenzie said. He was seated in the cockpit with the pilot. After landing, Kenyon had reorganized the team, putting the grunts, who generally smelled horrible, together in the other choppers, while he, Hutchins and Mackenzie stretched out in the spacious Black Hawk with one lucky pilot, to ‘strategize,’ which really meant partaking in one of the wild crops still consumable. Between the four of them, they shared a single joint, enough to relax without completely compromising their combat efficiency—an age-old trick of soldiers around the world. Not that there was anyone to judge them. Those who had seniority over Kenyon were thousands of miles away. This was his rodeo, and if a bird forced them to the grass, they might as well smoke it. 
 
    Kenyon wiped his arm across his forehead, smearing his blond hair. He’d let it get too long. Preferred the high-and-tight look. But he wasn’t about to let one of the men with him touch his hair. He wasn’t even sure who to see about his hair back at ExoGen. Ella had done the job for a long time, sloppy at first, but before they left she’d become a regular pro, trimming him up once a week. Now he felt like a shaggy dog. 
 
    Smoke swirled in the sealed chopper as Kenyon sat up and opened the side door. The cloud was caught by a breeze and swept up into the sky. 
 
    “All good things must come to an end,” Hutchins mused. The man had an almost impish look about his face, looking cheerful even when he wasn’t. He took one last drag on the withered blunt and flicked the tiny stub of paper out the open door. He blew out the smoke, asking, “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Where’d that bird go?” Kenyon asked. 
 
    “Last seen headed north, sir,” the pilot said. His last name was Ford, and his first name was a mystery. Of the six pilots among them, he was the best and the most trusted, which was why he got to take part in the fish bowl, though he wasn’t actually permitted to smoke. He had to fly after all, and the man needed his wits about him even more than the rest. 
 
    “Get us back in the air. We still have daylight to burn. Due east.” 
 
    “Still chasing your hard on?” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Kenyon craned his head toward the younger military man, an eyebrow raised. “I’m going to let that go because you’re baked.” 
 
    “I’m being serious,” Mackenzie said. “We all know this isn’t just about ExoGen. The odds of her surviving out here are slim to none. We could just let her go and be done with it.” 
 
    “She made it this far,” Kenyon said, his buzz burning away like a forest fire, crackling with horrible energy. 
 
    The two men stared at each other for a moment. Mackenzie cracked, smiling and waving his hand. “I’m just yanking your chain.” 
 
    Kenyon didn’t believe that for a second. He knew the men. They were risking their lives every second they were out in the wilderness, facing the freakish terrors the company they served had unleashed. They all wanted to go home. If Kenyon was honest, so did he. But not without her. And God help anyone who stood in his way. He didn’t have to say it. They all knew it. Mutiny was prevented by one simple fact. The gates of the ExoGen biodome wouldn’t open to them without a code known only to Kenyon and Hutchins, whose loyalties were unquestionable. The code would allow them inside the quarantine zone, after which a series of blood samples would prove they had not consumed any of ExoGen’s handiwork. And though all the men on the team could pass that test, none would get the chance without Kenyon or Hutchins opening the outer door. And if they tried, they’d be treated like hostiles. And that was assuming they survived the mutiny. 
 
    “You won’t have to yank it for much longer,” Kenyon said. “We’re close.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Mackenzie said, facing forward and buckling up. He plucked up the radio receiver and toggled the transmit button. “Wake up, ladies. Wheels up in two minutes. Resume previous course, due east. We’ll take point, so just follow the leader.” 
 
    “Copy that,” a pilot replied. 
 
    “Affimatory,” said the second, in a faux, very exaggerated southern accent. 
 
    Kenyon grinned. At least some of them still have a sense of humor. His thoughts were drowned out by the whine of the helicopter’s engine, slowly spinning the rotor blades. The sound grew louder, becoming a roar, and two minutes later they were airborne and cruising over the treeline, staying low to avoid any eagle-eyed predators. 
 
    It was only a minute into the rhythmic, choppy flight that the pilot, now speaking into a headset, said, “Sir, we have smoke in the distance. Single column.” 
 
    The already-fading effects of their recreational respite dissolved. Smoke could mean many things, many of which were natural, but a single column of smoke meant a human source. Kenyon sat forward and looked through the cockpit window. It wasn’t just a single column of smoke, it was a towering, black behemoth, the kind generated by burning fuel. “Get us there. Now.” 
 
    The chopper leaned forward, the rotor blades hacking at the air, beating a drum that everything for miles around would hear. But that was always a risk. And worthwhile. I’m almost there, Ella. 
 
    As the helicopters ate up the distance, Kenyon grew more nervous. The smoke was a beacon, but an ominous one. Where there was smoke, there was death. Parties didn’t limp away from fights anymore. Life or death was the rule of the land, and sometimes everyone died. 
 
    “Here we go,” Ford said, maneuvering the chopper around in a tight circle so they could see out the side window. 
 
    Kenyon closed his eyes, seeing Ella’s body, feeling that loss. He feared the moment that everyone but him believed was inevitable. It wasn’t until Hutchins said, “Fucking hell. What a mess,” that he opened his eyes to the destruction below. 
 
    Smoke and fire billowed from what looked like a crater in the ground, identifiable as a gasoline reservoir only because the small service station and its pumps had not yet burned to the ground. Not far from the station, also on fire, was a large creature. Some kind of ExoGen predator with a slab of concrete in its side. 
 
    “Bodies to the north,” came the voice of a man from one of the other choppers, circling further away. “ExoGen, but the closest thing to still human I’ve seen.” 
 
    Kenyon squinted at the scene below. Finding a variety of dead ExoGens in one area wasn’t uncommon. They slaughtered each other regularly, but from what he could see, the creature below hadn’t been eaten. “How did they die?” he asked. 
 
    There was a pause, and then the man’s voice returned. “Uh, looks like they were shot, sir. Blast pattern suggests a shotgun. Close range. It’s a real mess.” 
 
    “I want boots on the ground. Three minutes tops. Find out what you can and get airborne.” Kenyon turned to Mackenzie. “Have two of your men rendezvous with us at the station.” Then to Ford: “Take us down, and keep the engine hot.” 
 
    This was the second time they’d be setting down on a still fresh scene, danger lurking behind the walls of corn and trees now shuddering under the chopper’s rotor wash. No one liked it, and he wouldn’t get away with taking these kinds of risks much longer. Access to ExoGen or not, once the men were sure he was going to get them killed, they’d probably decide to take their chances, maybe cordon off a town. Eke out a living like some of the other poor human souls holding out in the wilderness. 
 
    Like Ella. 
 
    Kenyon jumped from the open chopper door before the landing struts even touched down. As usual, his only weapons were a long knife sheathed on one hip, and a .50 caliber Magnum on the other. He drew neither weapon, showing confidence in his own ability to defend himself, and his men’s ability to do their job. He was tempted to draw the gun as he strode down the road, toward the fallen beast. But he resisted, and focused on his surroundings, which showed signs of a recent battle. 
 
    He pieced together the confrontation, or a rough approximation of it, and he felt confident that Ella had not only been here, but was still alive. There were no human bodies that he could see, and the road—he knelt down—told how the fight had come to an end. A trail of black tires, peeling away at speed, headed south. They’d fallen into a trap, but had managed to escape, most likely thanks to the reservoir’s explosion. 
 
    Her companions are adept at blowing things up. Perhaps I’ll recruit them. 
 
    His hand hovered over the revolver when he heard scraping footfalls on the pavement. Then two soldiers, weapons up, rounded the smoldering behemoth that looked part rhino, part something else... Was this thing a beaver? 
 
    “Just the three dead back there, sir,” one of the men said. “Big fucking mess. Two with a shotgun, but the other was cut up. A professional job.” 
 
    That caught Kenyon’s attention. “What do you mean, professional?” 
 
    “Better than any of us could do,” the man said. “Special Ops for sure.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    As Kenyon turned to leave, something about the creature caught his attention. He stepped closer, looking at the object clutched in the thing’s mouth, attached to a... Is that...? Holy shit. 
 
    Before Kenyon could voice his discovery, someone—Mackenzie he thought—shouted, “Incoming!” 
 
    He heard them before he saw them, the loud rattling sound barely audible over the helicopter. The helicopter above must have seen them moving between the trees. 
 
    “Let’s move!” Kenyon shouted, running toward the chopper. The two men followed close behind. But not close enough. 
 
    Kenyon spun at the loud warbling sound, but never stopped running. It saved his life. The two men behind him knew what the cry meant and turned around to open fire. They never got the chance. A phalanx of Rattletails, nine in total, swept out of the forest, where they had been concealed by the corn. The gray-skinned creatures’ plated backs carved through the air like shark fins in those old horror movies. They were led by the large female that they’d seen only once before, her twenty-foot length dwarfing the others. The Rattletails were annoyingly persistent, still tracking Ella after all this time. 
 
    Kenyon considered stopping. His magnum could take down a few, but he’d be sacrificing the chopper and the men inside. 
 
    And Ella. And that wasn’t acceptable. 
 
    The two soldiers opened fire, but it was too little, too late. Without breaking stride, the female leapt up, caught both men in her hind claws, landed atop them, breaking ribs, and then ran while clinging to them like they were floppy slippers, staining the ground with their blood with each step. 
 
    The helicopter rose up even as Kenyon leapt in. In seconds, they were a hundred feet up and out of reach. He took one last look down as the horde of predators descended on the men still on the ground. Then he closed the door, turned to Ford and said, “South.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    After the hellish stress of the past days, the dichotomy of the endless and eventless road they had traversed during the past six hours left Jakob feeling anxious. It wasn’t that he disliked the quiet, or the rapid progress being made, it was that every passing moment built the anticipation. They were headed toward disaster. No matter what direction they headed in, it would be there to greet them, arms open wide for a sharp-toothed embrace. 
 
    With every passing mile, conversation fell away, replaced by monotonous scenery and stress. Crops walled in the road, alternating every few miles, but Jakob avoided looking at them. Part of him thought he might spot hungry eyes staring back as they passed, or the long twitching tails of Stalkers rising up, but mostly the crops just made him hungry. They still had enough to eat—MREs and protein bars made before the ExoGen crops started being used by the food industries—but the scent of apples, oranges and countless berries twisted his stomach up in a way he’d never experienced. 
 
    Worse than the crops and the constant threat of danger from ExoGenetic predators was the inexorable progress of the sun across the sky. It was behind them now, casting the truck’s shadow out ahead of them. And he knew what that meant. 
 
    Night was coming. 
 
    And with it, nocturnal hunters. They’d only made it this far because most of the world’s horrors still preferred to stalk their prey—each other—under the cover of darkness. His mind filled with images of predators stalking each other. With no real prey animals left, acquiring a meal demanded more than simply hunting and killing, because prey could fight back now, and it wanted, just as badly, to eat the predator. The world was a nightly battleground, slowly filtering out the weak and leaving only the most adapted and horrendous monsters behind. He’d asked Ella if the predators would eventually eat through their populations, and she thought they would, but their numbers were still high enough that it wouldn’t happen for a long time. They’d probably become omnivores before fully dying out. If humanity couldn’t somehow reclaim the planet, the future belonged to an ExoGenetic species. 
 
    Staring down, he flexed and clenched his fists, watching the blood moving in and out of his hand change the color from pink to pale white. The color shift was hard to see past the layer of dirt covering his skin, blocking his natural scent and filling the truck cab with the smell of earth. Better than blood, he thought, surprised that he was still alive, still in shock at who had spared his life. 
 
    It was her, he thought. She’s alive. 
 
    But it didn’t make sense. He remembered the night his father had dragged his mother outside, her hands bound, her teeth stained with both of their blood. The gunshot had been a defining moment in Jakob’s life, the sound of it slamming the door on his childhood. He’d hated his father for doing it, but that wound had healed in time with the physical wounds inflicted upon him by his mother. 
 
    His eyes shifted from his soiled hands to his forearm, where a crescent moon of scars revealed where his mother had bitten him, just for a moment, before his father had intervened. 
 
    She tried to eat me. 
 
    But not this time. 
 
    She remembered me. Spoke my name. 
 
    He hadn’t told his father about the encounter. It was ridiculous. Insane. His dead mother, now a monster, had pinned him to the ground and spoken to him? Even he knew it wasn’t possible. It was a hallucination, he decided. Evidence of his fracturing mind. He’d been chased through the forest. He’d nearly been killed. Eaten. Again. How could he be sane after the past few days? 
 
    How was Anne? 
 
    He looked at the girl who might be his sister. She sat quietly, looking out the window, unfazed by the delicious scenery. How could she not be? She’d already walked through the endless fields of food without eating any of it. Seeing it now, as a blur, was probably easy. 
 
    Anne slowly turned toward him, somehow feeling his gaze on the back of her head. She leaned forward, cracking a slight grin. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    Jakob was surprised when both Ella and Peter, who had been silent for the past hour, burst out laughing. Anne had cut through the tension with four words, and the look she’d given him prior to speaking said she’d done it on purpose. Neither parent answered her question, but their conversation resumed, discussing what awaited them at George’s Island. 
 
    Anne sat back in her seat, looking pleased. “A sense of humor helps.” 
 
    “I have a sense of humor,” Jakob said. 
 
    “You didn’t laugh.” 
 
    She was right. He knew what she’d done was funny, but the laughter they’d shared just a day previous was no longer a part of him. 
 
    “I thought you knew that already,” she said. 
 
    “Knew what?” 
 
    “About laughing.” 
 
    “What made you think that?” he asked. 
 
    She looked out the window for a moment. “Because you made me laugh.” 
 
    “I hadn’t been out here yet. I hadn’t seen what you saw. Lived like this.” 
 
    She frowned. “But we are still alive.” 
 
    For how long? he thought, but couldn’t bring himself to say it. Not to a little girl who clearly needed hope. Or was she trying to give it to him? 
 
    “Why did the toilet paper roll down the hill?” he asked. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Well, that was easy. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “To get to the bottom.” 
 
    She snorted and said, “That is the dumbest joke I’ve ever heard. Wait. Wait. Why did the toilet paper roll down the hill?” 
 
    Jakob squinted at her, wondering where she was going with this. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Giant Pink Asshole wanted to use it!” 
 
    It was the kind of lame punchline that only a kid could conjure, but the image of that long-limbed, beaked pig flashed into his mind, chasing a roll of toilet paper down a hill. 
 
    “GPA strikes again,” she said, and this time got a laugh out of Jakob. 
 
    “There you go,” she said, and then shifted suddenly, growing serious. “Let’s make a deal. No matter what. If you make me laugh, I’ll make you laugh.” 
 
    He grinned. “Sounds like I’m getting a raw deal.” 
 
    “Bite me,” she said, making him laugh again. 
 
    “Good enough,” he said, and they shook hands. 
 
    After crossing two bridges, in and out of Illinois, a flash of bright blue color pulled Jakob’s eyes to the window. The brightness of it, caught in the sun, made him squint, but the words resolved and opened his eyes wider, despite the brightness. He whispered the words, ‘Welcome to Kentucky,’ and then louder as they flashed past the sign, he said, “We’re in Kentucky?” 
 
    “Told you he could read,” Peter said to Ella. 
 
    Jakob leaned forward, head over the seat. “Are we going to Alia’s? To the biodome?” 
 
    His father nodded. “It’s on the way, and we could use some supplies. Brant is a good man. He’ll help us out.” 
 
    Brant was Alia’s father. He and Peter had spoken on several occasions, sharing tips and tricks about the matching biodomes. They hadn’t met, but like Alia and Jakob, they had become friends. Alia’s mother, Misha, was still alive, too. Jakob had only spoken to her once, when calling for Alia, but she seemed nice enough. They were good people. Farmers, like his father, but also not like his father, because none of them had ever been an elite Marine CSO. They probably had some weapons, but he doubted they knew how to use them like his father. They probably didn’t have an armored truck. Or an escape tunnel. Or a basement rigged with explosives. They were getting by, but could they survive outside the dome? 
 
    “We can’t,” Jakob said. “If we bring our trouble to them...” 
 
    “We’ve been driving all day without any sign of trouble,” his father said. 
 
    “They could track us,” Jakob argued. 
 
    Peter deferred to Ella, glancing at her. She turned back and said, “We’ve been tracked over greater distances, but were on foot at the time. We’ve been driving all day, at an average speed of fifty miles per hour.” 
 
    “The Stalkers hold a grudge,” he said. 
 
    “We haven’t seen them since leaving home,” his father said. 
 
    “And we have no reason to believe there are many of them alive,” Ella added. 
 
    “What about the Riders?” he asked. The name, along with ‘Woolies’ had been endorsed by Anne and accepted by the others. “They were intelligent.” 
 
    “They were,” Ella said. “And it was a surprising adaptation. I didn’t expect it to—” 
 
    “You expected predators to become intelligent?” Peter asked. 
 
    “It’s a logical step in the evolution of most species...assuming it’s a beneficial adaptation. That the Riders had once been human makes it less of a leap forward and more of a leap back. When their predatory instincts kicked in, human intellect took a back seat. Now that time has passed, hyper evolution has found intelligence and community to be beneficial attributes. But they didn’t need to grow brains. They were already there. The Riders just needed to access them again, though they’re clearly doing so in a limited, almost Cro-Magnon kind of way.” 
 
    “Cro-Magnon men didn’t ride domesticated animals,” Peter pointed out. 
 
    “Regardless,” Ella said. “They pose no threat to us now. Only one of the hunting party we encountered survived, and for all we know, she was the last of them.” 
 
    Jakob’s stomach soured. She. 
 
    “And while her evolution might be shaped by the encounter, she was also intelligent enough to realize a second encounter would not be in her best interest. Unlike the Stalkers, who’ve had many victories, and meals, along the way, the Riders will see no benefit to chasing after what they’ll see as a superior predator.” 
 
    Peter replied, making a joke, but Jakob tuned it out. He closed his eyes and remembered the female Rider’s face. Heard her voice, familiar yet modified. Her body was large. Muscular and hair covered. Hardly human. Unashamedly naked. 
 
    But her eyes... 
 
    Jakob shook his head. It wasn’t her. It was a monster. Ella was right. The Rider woman would have no more desire to follow him than he had to go back and face her again. It’s not my mother, he told himself, doing his best to ignore the fact that he didn’t really believe it, and to scour clean the memory of her speaking his name. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “This is far enough,” Ella said, dropping the folded tarp on a bed of cushiony, densely packed soybean plants. 
 
    Anne put a backpack down and stretched. “This actually looks like it will be comfortable.” 
 
    “Comfortable?” Jakob said. “Looks like the world’s lumpiest mattress.” 
 
    Anne crossed her arms. “Have you ever slept inside a raspberry bush?” 
 
    “Touché,” Jakob said. 
 
    Anne knelt and pushed down on the nearest plant. “What I thought.” 
 
    Jakob knelt beside her, testing the bed of plants with his hands. “Are we sure it wouldn’t be better to stay in the truck? I’d feel a lot safer with metal walls around me.” 
 
    “Metal and glass,” Anne said. Jakob was smart, but sometimes she wondered how he’d survived this long. Because of his father, she decided. Jakob might have the survival instincts of a golden retriever, but his father... The man had gone to scout the area thirty minutes ago. Had presumably been tailing them, watching for signs of danger. And all the while, she hadn’t detected even the faintest trace of his presence. There wasn’t a single ExoGenetic predator she’d encountered capable of that. 
 
    “We can hide our scent,” Ella explained, “but not the truck. It’s too big, and everything about it smells different, especially since it’s been running. The truck will attract attention. Empty, it will just be a curiosity, helping to pull attention away from us. But if we were in it...” 
 
    “Sardines,” Anne said. 
 
    Jakob gave a slow nod, absently scratching at his dirt-covered arms, the dry dirt sifting up into the sunlight stretching down through the trees that broke up the crop. “Right.” 
 
    She decided to not be hard on Jakob, though. He was nice. Made her laugh, and she him, which was a blessing in its own way. He also had proved he could fight when it mattered. He might not be stealthy or well versed in how to survive the new wild, but he’d also been cooped up in a house, learning how to farm small crops in boxes. He was older, but he was the more innocent of the two. 
 
    Ella began spreading the tarp over the soy plants. She looked up at the sky. The sun was nearing the horizon. “Anne, I think we have time to forage. See what you can find.” 
 
    Anne swatted Jakob’s arm. “C’mon. Time for Anne’s survival school.” 
 
    “We’re going...alone?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Anne squinted at the boy. He seemed more skittish now, outside of the truck, but certainly more than the previous night in the church. She supposed it was because he’d nearly been killed. He’ll get used to that, she decided, and waved him to follow her. “Your dad’s out here, right? Probably keeping an eye on things.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Jakob said, rooted in place until Anne moved into a stand of trees. Then he hurried to catch up. 
 
    Not afraid enough to leave me on my own, Anne noted, feeling glad that she now had a foraging companion. She never let her mother see, but these little foraging trips, alone in the wilderness, terrified her. It wasn’t the predators. She could outwit most anything in the wild, hiding her small body with ease. She simply feared that she’d find a bloodied and emptied camp when she returned. At least now, with Jakob, if she found her mother dead or missing, she wouldn’t be alone. It was a horrible way to think, she knew, but not unrealistic. She’d seen friends eaten. Had listened as they were plucked from their hiding spots and torn apart. The wild tended to take people away from her. Before finding Jakob and Peter, their group had been whittled down to just she and her mother—who she thought survived by the strength of her convictions, to right the wrong she’d helped perpetrate. 
 
    So Anne took Jakob along, knowing that if her mother died, she’d still have him, and if she died...it wouldn’t be alone. Jakob didn’t need to know that, and she hoped it wouldn’t happen, but she couldn’t deny the comfort his presence would provide if death finally claimed her. 
 
    “Yes!” Anne scurried over a patch of soy, heading for the base of a tree. She began plucking small green plants growing in the moss that covered the lower bark. 
 
    Jakob crouched beside her. “What is it?” 
 
    She held up one of the small, three leafed plants. “Clovers. Duh.” 
 
    “Clovers... Are they for luck?” 
 
    “First, four leaf clovers are for luck,” Anne said. “Second, all clovers, three or four leaf, are edible and non-ExoGenetic.” She scooted to the side. “Help me collect them.” 
 
    They worked in silence, plucking the small plants at the roots, stuffing them into a cloth bag that Anne pulled from her pocket. When there wasn’t a single clover left, Anne moved on, checking the bases of all the trees. Where there was moss, there was often other edible things. Jakob split away from her, searching on his own. He was only ten feet away, but Anne kept an eye on him, making sure they didn’t get too far apart. 
 
    “What about this?” Jakob plucked something from the ground. He turned around, holding it up victoriously as Anne came to see what he’d found. “Mushrooms are—” 
 
    She swatted the long stemmed, white topped mushroom from his hands, shattering it like it was made of glass. 
 
    “The hell!” Jakob grumbled. “We used to have mushrooms like that all the time.” 
 
    “Did you also have diarrhea, nausea and stomach pain resulting in a coma? Wait, no, you didn’t, because you’re still alive.” She pointed at the mushroom’s remains. “That’s a Destroying Angel. It would kill you.” 
 
    Jakob deflated. “Oh.” 
 
    “Just...only pick what I tell you to, okay?” Before he could reply, a bright patch of yellow caught her attention. She gasped and hurried toward the glow. When Jakob caught up to her, he was breathless, but more from panic than running, she thought. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Dandelions.” She pulled one from the ground, carefully pushing her hands down, freeing the roots from the moss in which it grew. She held the plant up for Jakob to see, then popped the whole thing in her mouth and chewed. “They’re good. You can eat the whole thing.” 
 
    Noting his disgusted face, she searched the area and was pleased to find a few more edible bits of vegetation clinging to life at the fringe of the world’s genetically aggressive crops. She pulled a small sampling of the plants from nearby trees, combined them in her hand and held it out for Jakob to see. 
 
    He looked dubious. “What is it?” 
 
    “Clovers, dandelion, chive and a Chanterelles mushroom. None of it will kill you. Or even make you sick.” She carefully placed bits of chive atop the flat, golden mushroom head, placed a few cloves on top and then wrapped it all up in a dandelion stem, the bright flower looking like an ornate bow on top of a present, which in Anne’s mind, wasn’t far from the truth. 
 
    She placed the small package in Jakob’s hand. “Eat it.” 
 
    He looked down at the slowly unraveling vegetation. “It won’t kill me?” 
 
    “It’s one of the last things on Earth that won’t,” she said. 
 
    He let out a long breath, then put the whole thing in his mouth. His nose scrunched up as he chewed through the dandelion stem, but then he looked surprised, and pleased. “Not bad.” 
 
    “Right?” She pulled another dandelion and put it in her bag. “Now we just need to gather enough for four people.” 
 
    Jakob frowned. Looked at the sky. Dusk and all its heinous possibilities was nearly upon them. “We better get to it then.” 
 
    The two worked in near silence, gathering small plants under Anne’s direction. Jakob paid attention to everything she said, which made her happy, and he willingly tried everything she pointed out, even the stuff that tasted gross. Within twenty minutes, they had enough for a decent-sized salad. It wouldn’t be filling anyone’s belly, but would provide some nutrition, and the pleasure of eating something real. 
 
    As they snuck back to camp, Anne told Jakob how to hide, how to detect predators—with his ears, with his nose, with his eyes. “If you’re going to survive,” she told him. “You’re going to have to learn from the best.” 
 
    He laughed at that, but the very fact that she was still alive made him listen. They approached the camp in silence, practicing stealth, which Anne thought Jakob needed the most help with. He even breathed loudly. But with some pointers, he became silent enough that they crept to within thirty feet of her mother and Peter. They were standing close; the way her mother used to with Eddie. They were speaking quietly, but their voices carried in the abject silence. 
 
    Anne flinched at what she heard, but when she looked at Jakob for confirmation that he had heard the same, he just looked confused. 
 
    “What?” he whispered. 
 
    Anne held a finger to her lips, but it was too late. 
 
    “C’mon out,” Ella said, sounding casual. “What did you find?” 
 
    Anne pushed herself up and walked out like she hadn’t been spying. She held up the bag of foraged plants. 
 
    Ella took it and looked inside. “Wow. You guys found a lot.” 
 
    Her praise was out of character. She’d normally just take the plants, comb through them and then divvy them up, eating in silence. Peter seemed to bring out a different side of her. A kinder side. Anne liked it, but didn’t trust it. If her mother got soft, it would be dangerous for both of them. Then again... Anne looked at Jakob and he smiled at her, munching on a dandelion. I’m getting soft, too. And if what she had heard was true, she understood why, and why remaining strong was more important than ever. 
 
    After a quiet meal of foraged salad and protein bars, the foursome crawled beneath the shelter Ella had created. The tarp, which had been rubbed with tree sap collected from some nearby pines, was laid out over the soybean crop. She’d covered the sticky surface with soil and a collection of strong smelling plants. They’d be invisible to the eyes and noses of any predators that happened past them, as long as nothing stepped on them and no one snored. 
 
    Under the tarp, the air got humid and hot, but Anne was accustomed to these conditions. She preferred it to the wide open space or the hard surface of the church. Felt safer despite the lack of walls. 
 
    But sleep wouldn’t come. The words she’d heard, spoken by Peter, kept repeating through her head, fueling her insomnia. “Are you going to tell her I’m her father?” 
 
    Her mother hadn’t replied to the question before Jakob gave away their position, but the question itself implied her mother believed him to be her father, too. And that made no sense. None at all. But she hoped it was true. Because it meant she had a family. A brother. 
 
    A chill ran through her body and she was gripped by a sudden anxiety. If she had a family, it also meant she could lose a family, and if life had taught her anything, she knew in her heart that she would lose them. 
 
    She slowly reached out her hand, finding Jakob. He flinched, but then took her hand in his. They squeezed each other, providing comfort in the dark, eventually falling asleep. 
 
    Anne woke in the early morning hours. She couldn’t see the sky beneath the tarp, but her internal clock knew that the sun was still an hour off. She also knew her fears from the night before were well founded. Something was moving around the outside of the tarp, near her feet. She held her breath, fighting the urge to pull her legs higher. She nearly screamed when Jakob squeezed her hand. She hadn’t realized they were still holding on to each other. Don’t react, she thought, don’t move. 
 
    But then he did. 
 
    Downward. 
 
    Dragged out of the tarp. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sunlight glistened through Spring’s thin green leaves, which were shifting about in the wind like they were nothing more than a layer of algae-colored water. The emerald light they cast, mixed with diamonds of orange, created a magical kaleidoscope. In the light was warmth. Safety. Familiarity. 
 
    Peter recognized the view. He’d stood here before, in the street, in front of his childhood home. He felt young again, seeing the world in more vivid colors than he remembered. But this is what it looked like, wasn’t it? This is what the world had felt like back then. The magic of it had faded with age, but he remembered it now. 
 
    Missed it. 
 
    He wept, looking up, the tears streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said to no one. Maybe the trees. Maybe his subconscious. 
 
    Motion tugged him from the view. He resisted, but the trees vanished in a blink, replaced by darkness. The crunch of vegetation and the swish of a plastic tarp replaced the quiet of the memory made dream. The calm he had felt fled in the face of terror and rage, the latter of the two controlling his motions. 
 
    He rolled out from under the tarp, slipping out of the intolerably humid blanket and into the clear night. He moved instinctually, having no memory of what set him off, but somehow knowing it had been Jakob’s scream that pulled him from the dream and set him moving. The boy’s voice still echoed in his ears. The shotgun in his hand came up as a shadow descended over him. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    His arm was pinned beneath a boney limb. 
 
    The weight hit his chest next, driving the air from his lungs. 
 
    He froze when the cold edge of a blade—not a claw—pressed against the skin of his throat. He waited for the attacker to drag the knife across his neck, sever the artery, drain his life. But the assault stalled. The knife pulled back. 
 
    “You’re dead,” Ella said, as she leaned back. 
 
    “Ella?” Peter’s body tensed, and he fought the urge to backhand her off of him. “What the hell?” 
 
    “A lesson better learned before it’s real.” She stood up over him. “You’re dead because you came out.” 
 
    “I heard Jakob—” 
 
    “And now you’re dead.” 
 
    “God-damn it, Ella. Where is Jakob?” 
 
    “Here,” Jakob said. 
 
    With his night adjusted eyes, Peter found Jakob sitting at the foot of the tarp looking confused. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Just confused.” The boy rubbed his head. “Maybe a bump on the head. Something pulled me out of the tarp.” 
 
    Peter sat up, glaring at Ella. “Why? What’s the point?” 
 
    “If you had stayed hidden, you’d be alive.” 
 
    “I am alive.” 
 
    “Only because I’m not an ExoGen.” 
 
    “And you expect me to just cower under a tarp while my son is taken?” 
 
    “Anne and I are alive because of this rule. Once hidden, stay hidden. No matter what. People were taken during the night, and we survived by not moving.” 
 
    “Maybe some of those people would still be alive if you had.” 
 
    Even in the dull blue moonlight, Peter could see the disappointment in Ella’s eyes. Had she really thought he’d buy into this? That he’d agree to not chase after his son, if he was taken during the night? Hell, he’d already faced down a hunting party of Riders to get him back. That’s why she’s doing this, he thought. She would have left him there. 
 
    “We didn’t come up with this night one,” she said. “A lot of people were killed, more from chasing after those who had been taken, than had actually been taken. When a rabbit is caught, the rest don’t come out of hiding to face the pack of wolves. We’re the prey now. Sometimes we need to act like it.” 
 
    “If the choice is to hide or die beside my son, I’ll die with my son.” 
 
    Again, she looked wounded, and it took him a moment to figure out why. Anne... He hadn’t really started thinking of her as his daughter. He barely knew her. But if she really was his flesh and blood, should he die beside his son, or survive to protect the daughter he just met? 
 
    I couldn’t do it, he thought. I couldn’t abandon Jakob. No matter what. 
 
    No one was more important to him. He suspected Ella felt the same for Anne, which was why this little object lesson was skewed. “You’d lay still while Anne was taken?” 
 
    “She’d never be found,” Ella said. 
 
    “That’s a dangerous opinion,” Peter countered. “But the question is still valid. Would you let a Stalker make away with Anne while you hid beneath a tarp?” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Ella said. 
 
    Peter climbed to his feet. “It’s exactly the same.” 
 
    Ella stepped back, the soybean plant crunching beneath her foot. She crossed her arms. “I’m not going to talk about this now.” She started moving away, retreating into the shadows. 
 
    Peter followed her, grabbing her arm and spinning her around. “You don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Ella glanced down at his hand clutching her arm. “Really?” 
 
    He didn’t remove his hand. “Tell me, Ella. Explain to me how your daughter is more important than my son.” 
 
    Ella stood rigid, her normally full lips pinched together in a tight white line. 
 
    “We’ve been a lot of things to each other over the years,” he said, “but we’ve never lied to each other.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    His grip tightened. Her eyes darted back down to her arm. 
 
    “You made me think my son was dead,” he said, giving voice to the energy that was being expressed through his vice grip. He loosened his grip. “Tell me, or we’re done.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘done?’” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll go our separate ways,” he said. “I can either trust you implicitly with the life of my son, or...I can’t. In which case, you’re on your own.” 
 
    “You would leave us?” 
 
    “It’s your choice.” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes wavering between doubt and resolve. Finally, her shoulders sagged. “Fine. But you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    He let go of her arm. “Didn’t think I would.” 
 
    Head lowered toward the bed of tightly packed soy plants, Ella said, “She’s the best of us both.” 
 
    “Anne,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You can’t possibly expect me to favor one child over the other simply because Jakob was born from Kristin and not you. I knew you didn’t like her. God knows, she hated you. But what you’re suggesting, some kind of eugenics parental preference—” 
 
    “What?” Ella objected. “I’m not saying anything like that. Peter, you know me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how well this time,” Peter said. They’d spent large portions of their life apart, but every time they came together, the relationship seemed to zipper right back together. He’d thought that was how things were playing out once again, but now he wasn’t so sure. The world had changed, and Ella with it, neither for the better. 
 
    A deep sadness filled Ella’s eyes, and for a moment, he saw Ella the way he remembered her on the day he had told her he was staying with Kristin. 
 
    And then, she was gone. 
 
    Long black fingers tipped with rounded, black talons slipped out of the darkness behind Ella, snapped closed around her waist and then yanked her back. The motion was fluid and unnatural, snatching Ella away in a blink. As she slipped back into the darkness, she managed to say, “Let me go, Pete,” before falling silent. 
 
    Like a clubbed animal, Peter went rigid, stunned dumb. 
 
    It was Jakob who snapped him out of his surprise. “Dad!” 
 
    Peter looked back to find his shotgun in the air, tossed by Jakob. He caught the weapon, shouted, “Stay here! Hide!” and then charged into the woods after Ella, hoping that the exchange they’d just had wouldn’t be their last. The way he’d left things with his wife was burden enough. He didn’t think he could handle losing Ella this way. Not after the things he’d said. The way he’d treated her. Like she wasn’t her. Wasn’t Ella. His Ella. If she was different now, it was because she’d been hurt—was being hurt—and that was unacceptable. 
 
    She might be different. 
 
    She might be wrong. 
 
    But she was still...what? 
 
    Her. With a capital H. 
 
    The girl who helped form the boy into a man. 
 
    And he wasn’t going to let her go, whether or not she was wrong. Not without a fight. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Running through the dark acted like a time machine, propelling Peter to some other place, charging down an enemy position to rescue a captured comrade. It had been equally hot then, but the kind of dry that scratches your throat with each breath. And the land beneath his booted feet had been hard-packed sand, not...this. Not crunchy plants that were impossible to run over silently. Each step brought the rubbery crunch of firm, water laden leaves. His approach would not be stealthy, even if he cut his speed in half, so he poured everything he had into speed, while listening for a direction. The thing that took Ella had slipped away into the dark without a trace. 
 
    He tried not to think about that long-ago mission, though he could still feel its weight on him, threatening to spill over from memory to déjà vu. The conclusion of that now-ancient assault had ended with many dead enemies, but at a price. The lesson for him then was, ‘sometimes there’s nothing you can do.’ 
 
    He heard the hard chop of blades—claws—striking bark. 
 
    It’s moving through the trees, he thought, turning his gaze upward in time to see something like a bright apparition slipping through the sky. Was it a bird? No, he decided, birds didn’t need to leap off of trees. Unless... He remembered his earlier thoughts of those massive, flightless birds that had once roamed South America. But they were fast, like killer ostriches. Something like that wouldn’t move through the trees. This was just another who-knows-what conjured by the vast trough of available DNA unlocked by ExoGen. 
 
    A flash of white ahead made him flinch. Instinct guided his hands as he raised the shotgun, taking aim at the broad, almost luminous surface. Part of him thought, Don’t shoot! You’ll hit Ella! but the rest of him knew that if he didn’t shoot and slow this thing down, it would eventually escape. And at this range, even if a few pellets found Ella, they probably wouldn’t be fatal. He had to risk it. 
 
    The gunshot cut through the night like some ancient cannon announcing the battle’s start. It was followed by a high-pitched shriek, the target struck. But was it stopped? Or even slowed? 
 
    Peter kept the shotgun against his shoulder, ready to fire. His pace slowed as his ears fought to hear over the shotgun’s echo. 
 
    A gunshot blasted to his left. Peter ducked, recognizing the sound for a breaking branch only after he hit the vegetation. The creature was getting sloppy. Injured, he decided, climbing back to his feet and stalking toward the sound of crunching soy plants. 
 
    He slowed when a smell struck him: fetid, rotting and rank. He winced, putting his hand to his nose. The air was thick with the scent of ammonia, sauerkraut and sun-baked, bloated fish. This was the scent of a kill. The animal, upon its death, had vacated its bowels, mixing the fragrances with blood from its wounds. 
 
    He stopped when he saw the thing ahead. It was a large mound of gnarly white fur, the size of a horse. He took a step closer, wincing once more at the smell. The too-strong smell. He’d just shot the monster, but it smelled a week old. Unless this thing had evolved to rapidly decay, which made no sense, the stench wafting up from this thing was manufactured. Like a skunk. 
 
    Closer now, he could see the white fur was actually a mottled gray, like the thing had been rolling around in mud. Its physical appearance was nearly as horrible as its smell. And then he knew what is was—or what it had been before DNA had been flung about through nature like a genetic Pollock painting. 
 
    It’s playing opossum. 
 
    It is an opossum—or was, once upon a time. 
 
    He willed his eyes to see better in the moonlight’s glow, trying to confirm that Ella wasn’t going to be hit when he put a cloud of 12 gauge into the creature’s back. It would quickly go from playing dead to being dead, but he wanted to be sure Ella wouldn’t join it, if she hadn’t already. 
 
    Keeping the shotgun aimed at the swath of putrid fur, he slowly crept around the creature’s head, or what he thought was the head. The opossum was bent in on itself, most of its features concealed. Then the back moved. 
 
    Peter froze. 
 
    Was it an involuntary muscle twitch? 
 
    Was it preparing to strike? 
 
    He held his breath, sure that he was going to cough from the ammonia scent, triggering an attack. The back twitched again, and then again, further down. It was like something was twitching inside the thing. 
 
    Then a pair of eyes, black orbs like twin eight balls, opened from the creature’s back. 
 
    Holy sh— 
 
    A second pair opened, further down, staring at him. 
 
    Like some demon from the Biblical apocalypse, this opossum had evolved eyes all over its body. Ten sets in all, opened to stare at him, hunger in every orb. He wasn’t sure if the revelation, in combination with the death scent, was meant to confuse an enemy, or to intimidate. It was doing both, but he wasn’t another ExoGen predator. So this must have been a hunting technique, luring prey in close to...what? The body remained still. 
 
    Then one of the sets of eyes lifted upward to reveal a head. The opossum’s face was recognizable. Its ears were tipped black, as was its long snout. But the head was the size of a German shepherd’s. The mouth opened wide, hissing and revealing two-inch canines. Normal opossums, the size of footballs, had impressive jaws and teeth. This thing was worse than any attack dog he’d seen. 
 
    And it wasn’t part of the larger creature’s mouth, it was clinging to its back. The giant opossum was laden with ten young, each nearly as big as Peter. Knowing the ruse was up, the larger mother began to stir, shedding its young like Allied soldiers from a landing craft on the beaches of Normandy. 
 
    Peter took a step back, unsure of what to shoot first, or whether or not he should. Ten young and an enormous mother. He’d already fired one shell and didn’t have enough to take care of the others. And that was if they lined up, nice and orderly, and let him take his time to aim and shoot. He’d have to pump each shell into the chamber before firing, and if these things came at him in any way other than one at a time, he was screwed. 
 
    So he took another step back, hoping the distance would equal time. But he didn’t think so. While these things were identifiable as once-upon-time opossums, mostly thanks to the hair and their behavior, they were built for strength and speed, closer to that of a jaguar than their more recent genetic history. 
 
    He shifted his aim to the mother. The smaller ones were each big enough to take him down, but they were still animals. Still young. Without the mother’s living presence, the young might become confused, or even despondent. That would give him time for...what? He still didn’t have enough shells, and there still wasn’t any sign of Ella. 
 
    Had she been dumped in a tree? Killed and left behind? Whatever the case, he didn’t see her, not even as the big mother stood on its hind legs and opened its mouth, which looked like it belonged more on a massive Nile crocodile. It hissed, pushing its death stink over him, causing him to gag. Its arms snapped open wide, the black, hairless limbs nearly invisible in the night. The tail, also black, snaked backward slowly, sliding up a tree trunk like a constrictor in the jungle, a mind of its own. 
 
    The mother was intimidating as hell, but a shotgun shell in the chest would change that. Peter stopped moving back and looked down the sights, placing the barrel directly on the creature’s center mass. Impossible to miss. His finger slowly hooked around the trigger while he held his breath against the rank hissing flowing over him. 
 
    And then, with a twitch, he stopped. 
 
    The mother’s gut moved. 
 
    Was it another young about to detach or... 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    The form inside the mother’s belly was human. 
 
    He could see the arms and legs moving. Straining. Ella was trapped inside the mother’s belly, and if he took the shot, he’d hit her, too. But had the thing eaten her whole? Was she slowly being digested in its stomach? She’d surely be dead already if that was true. 
 
    But the truth was even more twisted. Pursued and perhaps wounded by his first shot, the mother opossum had played dead, but not before stuffing its catch into its pouch. The opossum was a marsupial, and while this creature had devolved in many way, it had kept that ancient evolutionary trait shared by kangaroos and koalas. And it had adapted it for storing more than offspring. It was using the pouch to hold its prey. How many other meals had met their end in that pouch before being fed to its brood? 
 
    “Ella!” he shouted. “If you can hear me, I’m coming for you!” 
 
    The flailing movements inside the pouch froze for a moment and then really moved. Ella was trapped, but she was still fighting. 
 
    Peter swung the shotgun toward the nearest opossum and pulled the trigger, erasing its head. The gore splattered into the face, and eyes, of the next creature, sending it into a mad shrieking spin, perhaps because it was disoriented, but he hoped a bone fragment had found its eye—or even better, its brain. He didn’t wait to figure out which. He turned and fired again, putting a hole through another opossum’s chest. 
 
    Only then, after two lay dead and one spun in confused circles, did the remaining seven, and the mother, take action—they scattered. 
 
    “Damn it!” Peter shouted. 
 
    If they scattered, he might never catch the mother. But the monsters weren’t fleeing. They were doing what opossums did best—deceiving. All at once, like the maneuver had been rehearsed, the family of ExoGenetic marsupials altered course, coming at Peter from all sides. 
 
    He opened fire, pumping the shotgun after each trigger pull, dropping three more of the creatures. But as each young killer opossum fell, another took its place, leaping over its fallen brethren, along the ground, or climbing up the trees. Peter pulled the trigger as an airborne opossum fell from above. Guts blasted upwards, bloody Fourth-of-July streamers arcing outward, but the creature’s momentum carried it downward, tackling Peter’s back. 
 
    Air coughed from his lungs as the impact slammed him down on the firm bed of soy plants. Despite the dead creature laying over his torso and head, he still had a clear view of the now purple sky above, staring up through the portal of flesh carved by the shotgun. As the thing’s guts slid toward his face, the view was blocked by another of the young opossums. It looked down at him, unflinching as it lowered its snout through the remains of its brethren, teeth bared to carve off Peter’s face. 
 
    Peter felt for the shotgun, but he’d dropped it when he’d fallen, and he couldn’t find it. Even if he could have, firing from the side would likely break his wrist. So he gave up on the shotgun and reached down for his belt, freeing the knife and swinging it up without looking. He felt a moment of resistance against the blade, and then it sank into something soft before striking something solid—meat and then bone. 
 
    His view cleared as the young killer opossum reared back. In that moment of clarity, Peter withdrew the blade from the thing’s back and thrust again, this time putting all five inches of the blade through its temple, skewering its brain. The creature’s long tongue lolled from the side of its toothy mouth. Then the black eyes became vacant, and the whole thing fell to the side, taking the blade with it. 
 
    Was that six down? Peter wondered, as he tried to squirm out from under the pair of dead opossums. Or was it five? He couldn’t remember, but he knew that whatever the count was, he was dead if he couldn’t get up and recover his weapons. 
 
    And then, that rare stench flowed down over him as the night sky was blotted out by a large body. The mother opossum stood over him, her awkwardly massive jaws open in a silent hiss. Her maw looked big enough to swallow him whole, and he thought that was exactly what she intended to do, as she reached down toward his head. 
 
    As the first trickle of drool struck Peter’s cheek, dangling from a four-inch canine just a foot from his face, the opossum was cast in bright red light. Something roared and charged, striking the mother opossum in the side, its spiky horns piercing flesh. The mother was knocked aside, replaced by the rumbling body of his rescuer, which he recognized the moment it belched exhaust over his face and pulled forward. 
 
    Peter reached up and caught the spiked metal frame he’d welded to the bumper. Once he was pulled free of the dead, he rolled for his shotgun, snatched it up, pumped it and found a target. He pulled the trigger, knocking a young opossum back. A shriek spun him around, and he swung the weapon like a bat, catching a second youngster in the side of the head. It landed on all fours, stunned, but not dead. Peter rushed forward, put one hand on the back of the creature’s coarse hair-covered neck, and the other beneath its long snout. He pushed down hard on the neck, while shoving the snout up. The sudden movement produced a loud crack, and the thing fell limp. 
 
    Peter spun, looking for another attack, but a sudden thunderous booming dropped him to the ground. Fire spat from the back of the truck as the machine gun unleashed its few and final rounds. 
 
    A voice cut through the silence that followed. “Dad! Get in!” 
 
    He turned and saw Jakob standing in the flat bed of the truck, which looked like it had seen some action during the night. It was covered in scratches, and the windshield was shattered, but maybe that had happened on the way, because if Jakob wasn’t driving... He stood up and saw Anne behind the wheel, looking back. She waved. 
 
    Peter recovered his knife and stalked toward the mother. The creature was dead, one half of its head punched through with three clean holes, the other side missing completely. The thing’s belly writhed as Ella fought. Her hand stretched out and then, with a sick tearing, a knife burst from within the opossum and slipped down through the skin. Ella emerged, eyes wide with horror, body covered in mucus. She saw Peter, blinked and then fell, her eyes rolling back. He caught her slick body before she hit the ground, but she was out for the count. He carried her back to the truck, as Jakob opened the back door. Working together, they slid her inside. 
 
    “Buckle her down,” Peter said to Jakob. 
 
    The boy nodded and climbed inside. 
 
    “I think they’re all dead,” Jakob said. “We don’t have to ru—” 
 
    “We just made a hell of a lot of noise.” Peter knocked on the passenger side door and waved Anne over. The girl understood and scooted out from behind the wheel. “I don’t want to be around when every hungry thing within a few miles comes looking for a snack, do you?” 
 
    Jakob climbed into the truck without another word and set to work, buckling Ella’s prone form. 
 
    When Peter climbed behind the wheel, Anne was smiling at him. 
 
    He paused, not comprehending what could have put a smile on the girl’s face. 
 
    “I like your way better,” she said. 
 
    Understanding, he grinned back. “Me too.” He shoved the gas pedal down, shredding soy plants as the tires spun and caught, propelling them back toward the road and the rising sun. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    The sun rose, a beacon guiding them east. The roads were congested with vehicles, abandoned at the end of civilization. Some had been fleeing the Change, only to discover that there was nowhere to run, and then, that they didn’t want to run at all. They wanted to feast. 
 
    Jakob looked at a pair of SUVs stopped on either side of the road, their doors still open. In the middle of the road, between the two vehicles, were a pair of skeletons dressed in tatters, still locked in mortal combat as they attempted to devour each other, neither combatant having lived long enough to evolve into super-predators. 
 
    Jakob had seen a few people during the Change. Long black nails. Extended canines. He thought they had looked a lot like basic vampires, with appetites to match, though people weren’t only eating people back then. They were eating anything they could catch—squirrels, livestock, pets. But people weren’t the only creatures on the planet changing. Sometimes the pets ate their masters. Sometimes the herds turned on the farmer, before turning on each other. 
 
    He’d been protected from most of it, thanks to the forewarning and the biodome supplied by Ella. His father had tried to warn people, but no one believed him. Not even their family. Why would they? Food was plentiful, and nearly free. World hunger had been cured. To see a devil in those details took a level of paranoia that modern culture had mocked. Jakob didn’t blame them. He understood the benefits of hacking genomes, and he understood the desire to feed the world had been mostly noble with a trace of greed. GMOs could have saved the world. He knew that. It was the rush, and hubris, that had turned the tools of modern humanity bad. But wasn’t that always the way? Isn’t that what history taught, back to the very beginning? The ExoGen crops were just the latest example of ‘corrupted human ingenuity.’ His father’s words, though he didn’t think Peter had ever said them to Ella. 
 
    She lay in a fetal position across the back seat, held in place by two seat belts, her legs across Jakob’s lap. She was still unconscious, but breathing. Anne worried her mother had fallen into a coma. Peter said she hadn’t, but Jakob recognized the false confidence in his father’s voice. 
 
    Looking at the woman sprawled across the back seat, it was hard to imagine his father having feelings for her. She was dirty, ragged and hard. She had a scar above one lip, and another revealed by her shaved head. She was also decisive and confident. If he was honest, she was a lot like his father. His mother had been...soft. Fragile. Sensitive. She hadn’t been cut out for the hard life of a farmer, let alone for the end of civilization. And in her weakness, or perhaps just to spite Ella’s warning, she had eaten. In secret. Not a lot. Not as much as everyone else. But enough to instigate the Change. It just took longer. Had she been more like Ella... 
 
    Jakob shook his head. Images of his mother that he’d wanted to forget were coming to the forefront of his mind, not just of his mother launching herself at him, giving in to the hunger, trying to tear out his throat, but also of the woman-thing who had straddled him in the gas station parking lot. The woman he believed was his mother, but also wasn’t. His mother was dead. What he saw had been something...stronger. Confident. And savage. Perfectly adapted to the new world. But he also knew that wasn’t possible. His mother was dead. Shot. He looked up at the back of his father’s shaved head. Wasn’t she? 
 
    The skeletons in the road crunched beneath the truck’s tires. Jakob winced at the sound. 
 
    “Sorry,” his father said. “Couldn’t avoid them.” 
 
    “Crunch,” Anne said. “They weren’t people anymore anyway.” 
 
    Jakob’s brow furrowed. “They used to be. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “They were monsters,” Anne said. “Same kind we’d kill now without thinking about it.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Jakob said. “Is it, Dad?” 
 
    Peter kept his eyes locked forward, steering around an overturned 18-wheeler. Finally, with a quiet voice, he said, “No. It’s not that easy.” He glanced back. “I’ll try to avoid them next time.” 
 
    Anne shrank down in her seat. “Going to have to be tougher than that to survive out here.” 
 
    Jakob could hear Ella in Anne’s voice, and he thought the girl was overcompensating for her mother’s silence. “She’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “Shut-up,” Anne snapped. “You don’t know that. Don’t tell me something you don’t know.” She spun around and climbed to her knees. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” Jakob said, leaning back from Anne’s angry eyes. “Geez.” 
 
    “It’s false hope,” she said. “Just because your mom is—” 
 
    “Shut-up, you little jerk,” Jakob said, working hard not to show surprise at what he said. 
 
    “Asshole!” Anne said, lunging back, her fingers hooked. The look on her face was ferocious, and for a moment, Jakob thought she must have eaten some ExoGenetic food along the way. Then the anger shifted to surprise, as she was stopped in midair and yanked back. 
 
    “Hey,” Peter shouted, the bark was so loud that Jakob and Anne were both stunned into silence. “Knock it off! Both of you!” He let go of Anne’s belt, where he’d pulled her back into the front seat. He pointed at the seat and waited for her to sit. She complied with a huff, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Your mother is going to be fine,” Peter said. “What she went through, it was hard on her body. She’s unconscious, but her breathing is regular and her pulse is strong. Her body and mind just need time to heal. She’s a strong woman. You know that better than anyone. Just give her time, okay?” 
 
    Anne’s arms tightened as her frown deepened. But then she offered a begrudging, “Fine.” 
 
    Jakob was certain Peter would then make her apologize for her behavior. It’s what his father would have made him do, but the man just continued staring ahead, stoic, a statue behind the wheel. Jakob watched him, seeing the concentration in his eyes. He glanced at the speedometer. They were going 40 mph, which wasn’t fast by old-world standards, but it could be dangerous on a road as congested as this one. There were cars everywhere. Fallen trees. Predators hiding in wait, ready to pounce. At least, Jakob imagined there were. Since the previous night, they hadn’t seen another living thing. But that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. 
 
    And his father was thinking the same thing. He could see it in the man’s eyes. And then, in the way his vision flicked back and forth to the rearview mirror. Jakob’s eyes widened with the idea that something might be chasing them already, that his father was driving fast, with no regard for the dead, because they were being pursued. 
 
    He swiveled his body and cut a sidelong glance out the back window. He watched the road streak past, framed by trees and pocked with the remnants of civilization. They crested a hill, and his vision turned upward. The sky above was bright blue, lacking even a trace of clouds, which seemed impossible given the humidity outside. The clouds will come this afternoon, he thought, along with a storm. Western Kentucky was on the fringes of the infamous Tornado Alley, where storms could roll in without warning, tearing entire cities to shreds. The sky above might be blue, but storm clouds could be rolling in behind them, or waiting to greet them over the horizon. 
 
    As they reached the bottom of the long hill and started up the far side, Jakob caught a glimpse of movement at the top of the hill. He strained to see what it was, but his view shifted to the pavement as they rose up a second hill. 
 
    “Jakob, buddy,” his father said, sounding calm, but strained. 
 
    Jakob looked forward, meeting his father’s eyes. He understood the look, which could be translated to something like, “Not a word.” He was trying to spare Anne the stress of knowing they were being pursued. Jakob played along. “Yeah, Dad?” 
 
    “You have the map back there?” 
 
    Jakob looked for their thick map book. Found it tucked into the back of the driver’s side seat. Leaned over Ella to pluck it out. “Got it.” 
 
    “We’re about ten miles out—” 
 
    Jakob’s heart hammered from the news. “From Alia?” 
 
    Peter gave a nod. “But I don’t think the direct route is going to work out for us. We need to find an alternative. Something more...” 
 
    “Winding,” Jakob said, understanding the request. 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Anne said. “Since we’re being followed.” 
 
    Peter slowly turned toward the girl. Busted. 
 
    “But you knew that,” she added, glancing up at the man who might be her father, too. “Two words. Situational awareness.” 
 
    “How long have you known?” Peter asked. 
 
    “About five seconds after you saw them in the rearview,” she said. “And a whole thirty minutes before Super Genius in the backseat knew.” She motioned to Jakob with her head. 
 
    “Hey,” Jakob said, but his offense lasted only a moment, mostly because she was right, and once again she had proved he had a lot to learn before he could survive on his own. He wasn’t too proud to accept that. “So who’s back there?” 
 
    “What’s back there,” Anne corrected. “And the answer is always, ‘nothing good.’ So find us a good route or hand me the map.” 
 
    Geez, Jakob thought, wanting nothing more than to argue and put the girl in her place. But he remained silent, partly because he thought she’d win the argument, but also because they were just ten miles from Alia’s biodome. They’d be safe there. And with company. He’d never seen Alia, but his mind’s eye had painted a pretty picture based on how she had described herself. He assumed she might have embellished a little. He certainly had. But as the only other teenage girl...maybe anywhere, she’d be pretty much perfect, no matter what she looked like. He knew these were stupid thoughts to have, given the circumstances, but he was still a guy, and a teenager. As a non-ExoGenetic person, his teenage hormones were firing exactly as nature had created them to do. So he turned to the map, found a circuitous, confusing route to the biodome, which had already been marked, and said, “Next exit. Turn right.” 
 
    As they turned off the highway, Jakob looked back, watching the horizon. He saw nothing as they moved past the trees, invisible to whatever was chasing them. The side road was half the size of the highway, and curved like a snake, but it was mostly free of vehicles. Peter pushed the gas pedal down, bringing them to fifty-five, explaining, “We need to put some distance between us, so they can’t hear the engine.” 
 
    “If it’s a bat-thing,” Anne said, “that might not be possible.” 
 
    “The trees will help,” Jakob said. 
 
    Peter nodded, pushing five more miles per hour out of the engine and taking a sharp turn. The weight of the truck kept them on the road, but the tires chewed through gravel on the side. 
 
    “Next left,” Jakob said, as they rapidly approached the turn. 
 
    Peter braked hard without screeching the tires, and accelerated again. The rollercoaster continued this way for miles, leaving Jakob as car sick as he was desperate to reach their destination. 
 
    And then they did, parking at the edge of a treeline mixed with wheat. The field before them was covered in endless, almost luminous, carrot greens, poking out of the soil, flickering in the breeze. Jakob felt ill as he looked out across the field. All of his hopes shriveled up and died as he saw compelling evidence that while the world had changed, Tornado Alley had still lived up to its name. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The farmhouse was in shambles. Branches had collected around the first floor, piled haphazardly by whatever great wind had swept through. Leaves shook in the breeze, rattling against the side of the house and the windows. The white home with green shutters had sustained the most damage to the second floor, which was caved in at the front. A soiled white sheet, clinging to the debris, rolled like a flag, signifying defeat. The biodome was equally covered in debris, but Peter couldn’t see any breaks in the glass. But that didn’t matter. If the house had been breached by the wind, predators could have easily followed. And there was no denying that the place looked...dead. 
 
    “We should keep going,” Anne said. “It’s still morning, and this place doesn’t look safe.” 
 
    Peter was inclined to agree. They had a lot of daylight left to burn, and they could cover a few hundred miles if nothing happened on the way. The girl’s instincts were honed for survival. Like her mother’s. Like his had once been. Before he had had a son, who he knew was about to insist they check. 
 
    “Dad,” was all the boy said. 
 
    It was enough. 
 
    “We have to check,” Peter said. 
 
    “It’s a mistake.” Anne turned back to Jakob. “You’re going to get us killed.” 
 
    “Since when did you become such a—” 
 
    “Jakob,” Peter said, silencing his son. He understood the boy’s frustration. Anne had become antagonistic. But he also understood why, and he hoped Jakob would, too. With her mother unconscious, Anne had slipped into a kind of hyper-aggressive survival mode. She might trust Peter and Jakob in the simplest sense, but she didn’t fully trust their ability to keep her alive. And safe. That deep trust was reserved for the woman sprawled across the back seat. Anne might be acting combative, but she was really just terrified. 
 
    “They’re good people,” Peter said to Anne. “Friends. We don’t leave friends behind, just like we didn’t leave your mother behind.” He watched the girl’s expression slowly shift. Her mother had taught her survival at all costs, but he still lived by a different code. No man left behind. And if the previous night’s events had revealed anything, it was that Anne preferred the credo ‘No man left behind,’ over, ‘Every man for himself.’ He leaned toward the girl. “Right?” 
 
    “Ugh.” Anne doubled her effort at crossing her arms so tightly she couldn’t breathe. “Fine. But if there’s a predator waiting in that house, I’m out of here.” 
 
    Jakob leaned forward between the seats. “If there is anything not nice in that house, we’ll face it together.” 
 
    Atta’boy, Peter thought. Jakob had seen past the girl’s walls and figured out what was really bothering her. 
 
    “As long as we’re alive, you won’t be alone,” Jakob added, and the words acted like the sun on an ice cream cone, melting away Anne’s anger. 
 
    She deflated, but recovered quickly, saying, “Laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Had to make sure you’d understand,” Jakob said. “You are a little slow.” 
 
    Anne shook her head, but was smiling now. “Going to kick you in the nuts when we get out of this truck.” 
 
    Peter laughed despite what he feared they were about to find inside the house. “Okay now, let’s get this over with. No nut-kicking.” He put the truck in gear, and idled forward. The mood shifted back to tense as they rolled over the carrot-shrouded pavement. Their view of the house was clear, but nothing had changed. The place was deserted and lifeless. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    As he pulled closer, he noticed that there wasn’t much debris on the ground around the home, just up against it. He also couldn’t find any sign of destruction in the distant woods around the house. Either the tornado had touched down to smite the home, leaving everything else unscathed, or, “It’s all fake.” 
 
    “Is that like an existential comment?” Anne asked, leaning forward to look up at the house, as they stopped in the paved drive, fifty feet from the front of the building. 
 
    “Do you even know what that means?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Quiet,” Peter said, and both listened. 
 
    The truck windows broke the silence, whirring as they lowered, letting in the wind and the hot, humid air. The vehicle’s interior quickly became stifling, though not nearly as bad as the previous night, beneath the tarp. With the windows down, Peter turned the truck off. They listened for a full minute and heard nothing louder than the ticking of the cooling engine. 
 
    Peter picked up the reloaded shotgun from between the seats and opened his door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anne blurted. 
 
    “Can’t take a look inside the house from inside the truck,” he said, and then added, “can I?” so the kids would know he wanted them to stay put. He normally would have wanted them as close to him as possible. But he wasn’t about to leave Ella alone and unconscious in the back seat. 
 
    Peter leaned back in and tossed the keys to Jakob. “Anything happens to me—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Jakob said, climbing from the back seat to the front and sliding behind the wheel. “I get it.” 
 
    “I can probably drive better than him, you know,” Anne said. 
 
    “Probably.” Peter smiled, hoping to put the pair at ease. They didn’t like being left behind, especially unarmed. An hour after the sun had risen, he’d thought to look for the Beretta, but the weapon had been lost. He’d realized that Ella had been carrying it the night before. Since she hadn’t used it, and it wasn’t on her person, he’d assumed the weapon dropped. With the machine gun drained, they were down to just the shotgun and a collection of knives. “But I have to make him feel important somehow, right?” 
 
    Anne just rolled her eyes and sat back. 
 
    “You see something, you honk.” Peter said, and when Jakob nodded, he closed the door and turned toward the house. He was hoping to spot movement, perhaps someone ducking back as he turned, but the place was just as motionless. Even if the destruction was a façade, that didn’t mean the inhabitants hadn’t met with a dire fate. 
 
    He walked toward the house, shotgun held casually at his side, but ready to aim and fire. His eyes flicked back and forth, searching for signs of life, finding only the subtle shift of things caught in the wind, which rolled freely over the short carrot stalks. He took a moment to turn 360 degrees, searching the field and woods beyond for signs of life. But the world around the house was as dead as the inside. 
 
    He slowed as he got within ten feet of the front porch, sensing danger within the shadowy interior. Anne was right. Anything could be lurking in the dark. Going inside might be a mistake, but before he could turn around and explain that to Jakob, a voice, sudden and loud, startled him. 
 
    “That’s close enough,” a man’s gravelly voice said. 
 
    He raised the shotgun toward the sound, but held his fire. He recognized the voice, though it was deeper than he remembered. He lowered the weapon. “That any way to talk to a man whose best bowling score is ten points higher than yours?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, followed by a confused, “Peter? Peter Crane? That you?” 
 
    During their radio conversations, they had discussed bowling more times than Peter cared to remember. Brant Rossi, Alia’s father and the owner of this farm, had been something of a bowling enthusiast. Peter had only bowled a handful of times, but like most things of a physical nature, he’d taken to it easily. When he’d told Brant his top score, the man sounded like he’d had a heart attack. When he’d recovered, he’d revealed that Peter’s near perfect score was in fact ten points higher than his personal best, after twenty years hurling balls. Since no one bowled anymore, they’d gotten a good laugh out of it, but Peter had heard the competitive tone in Brant’s voice, hoping they’d one day get a chance to go one-on-one. 
 
    “It’s me, Brant.” Peter looked over the destruction. It looked just as real up close, especially that caved-in second floor. “Everything okay here?” 
 
    Brant stood from behind a tipped over table on the second floor. A metal table. Peter could have put all nine shotgun rounds into the table, and not one would have gotten through. The man was older, maybe late fifties with a full head of gray hair. On his own, he wouldn’t be very intimidating, but the M16A1 assault rifle in his hands more than made up for his lack of physical prowess. “Don’t mind the look of the place. Keeps out the curious. We did it a month ago, after some trouble with a hungry fellow.” He motioned to the side of the house, and Peter saw the crumpled remains of something large. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” came a younger female voice from inside the house. “Did you say Crane? Is that Mr. Crane out there?” 
 
    Brant chuckled, but remained in place. “You think living with just your son is rough, try living with two women.” 
 
    “We can hear you,” said the younger voice, whom Peter assumed belonged to Alia, hidden somewhere back inside, probably being held back by her mother until Brant gave the all clear, which he had yet to do. 
 
    “So...what brings you this way? We haven’t heard from you in a long time. You haven’t been out there—” He motioned toward the horizon. “—this whole time?” 
 
    Peter understood the man’s apprehension. If they’d been out in the wild all this time, there was a good chance they’d eaten ExoGen food. “Ran out of fuel for the generator. Was waiting for winter to risk finding more. We’ve only been off the farm for a few days.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Company fell into our lap. Brought trouble with them.” 
 
    The older man scanned the horizon. “A little bit like this?” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    “But no promises?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t disrespect you by making a promise I might not be able to keep.” 
 
    Brant’s lips twitched back and forth. “S’pose any trouble you’ve led in this direction is going to find us whether you’re here or not.” 
 
    Peter didn’t agree outwardly, but the man was right. If they were still being followed, Brant’s family was in danger whether they stayed or were sent on their way. “Sorry to impose,” was the best he could offer. 
 
    “Bring that beast round the side,” Brant said, motioning to the truck. “Hide her in the garage. 
 
    Peter gave Jakob a wave, and the truck started with a roar, rolling slowly up behind him. 
 
    “That your boy driving?” Brant asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “And is that your company in the passenger seat? Looks like a dainty thing.” 
 
    Peter smiled. “Not in personality. Her mother is in the back seat.” 
 
    “What kind of woman would bring a girl through this hellish world to see you?” 
 
    Brant meant it as a joke, but Peter answered. The Rossis were one of a select group of people who had biodomes supplied by Ella. They’d know who she was as soon as they saw her. “The kind who plans ahead for hellish worlds.” 
 
    Brant looked confused, but only for a moment. Then his eyes went wide. “Don’t tell me you’ve got Ella Masse?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Well shit, I’ve got an earful for her.” He started toward the upstairs door, which upon closer inspection, appeared to be solid steel. Certainly not the original. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for her to wake up first,” Peter said. 
 
    Brant paused, and a genuine look of concern crossed his face. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Bad enough,” Peter said. “But she’ll pull through.” 
 
    “She’s a tough one.” Brant sounded absent minded, lost in a memory. 
 
    “You knew her?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Knew her father better,” Brant said, opening the silent, well-oiled metal door. “I’m her god-father.” 
 
    Peter stood there, feeling a little dumb-founded. He thought he’d known Ella longer than any other living person. He now knew that wasn’t the case. Ella had chosen her biodome recipients carefully. Apparently, they were occupied by people who wouldn’t turn her away, regardless of her being accused of crimes against humanity. How many other ex-boyfriends are waiting for her? he wondered, and then he waved Jakob toward the garage. They needed to get out of sight before whatever was following them tracked them here. They’d done a good job evading whatever was pursuing them, but he wasn’t about to believe they were safe here. Not for a second. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The inside of the home was Spartan, clear of any kind of normal household detritus. Metal tables, like the one he’d seen on the second floor, were positioned below all the windows. Nothing short of an RPG would reach anyone hiding on the floor, which begged the question, “You planning on being shot at?” Peter motioned to the nearest metal table leaning against the wall. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” Brant said. “I think you told me that once, when I mentioned we were pacifists and had no weapons.” 
 
    Peter looked around the living room where they stood. There were two lounge chairs, a long couch upon which Ella laid, and guns. A lot of guns. Most were shotguns and assault rifles—Brant had an eye for the big stuff—but there were handguns, too. The weapons were arranged in lines, leaning against the metal tables, ready to be snatched up and fired at a moment’s notice. “Looks like you took care of the weapon problem. Did you give up on the pacifism?” 
 
    Brant shook his head. “Ain’t much left out there that’s human, and I’ve never had a problem putting an animal down.” 
 
    “Like your friend in the front yard?” 
 
    “He came around just a week after I visited the gun shop and found all this. Your advice was fortuitous. Don’t think we’d have survived without it. Was a big sonuvabitch. Nasty. Did a real number to the second floor.” 
 
    “So not all of it is a façade?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Losing the second floor inspired our new look.” He led Peter into the downstairs hallway, where a lone china cabinet sat. “And it seems to be working. I’ve seen a few of them ExoGenetic bastards walk past at night without giving the house a second glance.” 
 
    “How do you see them at night?” Peter asked, but then saw the answer to his question in the china cabinet. It was full of random military supplies, including ear buds, throat mics, night vision goggles and grenades—frag and flashbang—along with boxes of ammunition for a variety of weapons. “Hello, Santa Claus.” 
 
    Brant opened the glass doors. “I kind of cleaned the place out. Figured no one else would need it.” 
 
    Peter reached out, but paused. “You mind?” 
 
    “Help yourself,” Brant said. “I imagine you know how to use it all better than me.” 
 
    Peter took an M67 fragmentation grenade from a box of four, each round, olive-drab explosive encased in perfectly fitted foam. “What kind of gun store carries frag grenades?” 
 
    “We’re in Kentucky farm country,” Brant said with a grin. “Plenty of varmints around need blowing up.” 
 
    “Well, thank God for varmints then.” Peter put the grenade back, mentally cataloging the contents of the cabinet. Before closing it, he took a cylindrical sound suppressor for an M16, slipping it into his pocket. “Though all the varmints I’ve seen since leaving the farm have tried to eat me.” 
 
    “That rough out there?” Brant closed the cabinet and stepped toward the hall closet. 
 
    “You know where I served?” Peter asked. 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “The last few days have been worse.” Peter shook his head, replaying some of the things he’d seen and survived. “When I came back from Afghanistan, I struggled with PTSD. Nightmares. Mood swings. I got past it...but I was a trained soldier. I hate to think what this is doing to the kids. It’s a hard world out there.” 
 
    Brant gave a slow, thoughtful nod. “Kids are more resilient. More flexible. They’ll adapt better than you or me.” Then he opened the closet, revealing a stack of Kevlar tactical vests with an array of pockets and straps for ammo, grenades, knives and anything else a soldier might want to carry. 
 
    “You’re a saint,” Peter said, taking a vest and slipping into it. Once it was secure, he handed a vest to Brant. The man held out his hands and shook his head. “Makes the missus uncomfortable.” 
 
    “And the guns don’t?” 
 
    “She’s a peculiar woman.” 
 
    “Where is Misha?” Peter asked. He’d heard all about Brant’s wife, an Iraqi immigrant, which was both exotic and controversial in these parts, but he had yet to meet her. Alia, who had nearly tackled Jakob when they entered the home, seemed to get most of her genes from her mother. Jakob had been immediately smitten. Misha had yet to make an appearance. 
 
    Brant glanced up. “Keeps to herself mostly. Since the attack. Minds the bedroom, keeping watch over the fields. I’m sure she’ll be down when she’s feeling ready.” Brant handed the vest back to Peter. “Give this one to your son.” 
 
    “Appreciate it,” Peter said, taking the vest. He would come back for supplies once everyone was settled. Speaking of which: “You know where the kids got off to?” 
 
    “I think they’re kissing,” Anne said, making both men flinch. She stood behind them, hands on the cabinet’s glass door, looking inside like it contained boxes of candy. 
 
    Peter gently lifted Anne’s hands away from the glass. “Don’t even think about it. We’ll get you sorted out later.” 
 
    “Not much later, I hope,” she said. “’Cause...” 
 
    “Not much later. But let me help you find what works best for you, okay?” 
 
    “Something that won’t rip my shoulder off?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. 
 
    “She can handle a gun?” Brant sounded surprised. 
 
    “We do what we have to,” Anne said, looking into Brant’s eyes. 
 
    The old man gave a slow nod. “S’pose you’re right. But don’t tell Alia that. She’s liable to shoot her foot off.” 
 
    Anne huffed a laugh. “Well then, she and Jakob are made for each other.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, where is your—” Peter flinched to a stop, nearly saying, ‘brother,’ but managed to force out: “Jakob.” 
 
    Anne scrunched her nose. “Where is my Jakob?” 
 
    Peter rubbed his temples. “Just...where is he?” 
 
    “Biodome,” she said. “Making with the kissy.” 
 
    Peter glanced at Brant, looking for a reaction at the news that his teenage daughter was currently unaccounted for and in the arms of a slightly older teenage boy. He hadn’t said anything the first time Anne mentioned it, and he showed no reaction now. 
 
    “Where’s the biodome?” Peter asked. He knew the way. Had seen the familiar entrance at the back of the kitchen when they first entered the house. 
 
    Brant pointed to the kitchen. “Through there.” He took a step toward the stairs to the second floor. “Been away from my post too long. Never can be too careful, right? Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Too true,” Peter said, offering a smile that he hoped looked genuine. He was glad to see Brant alive, but the man wasn’t well, perhaps suffering from his own PTSD. “Let’s catch up later on.” 
 
    Brant paused on the stairs. Turned to Peter. “I’d like that. In the meantime, if you hear me give a stomp on the floor, it means we have company, so keep an ear out and your voices down.” 
 
    “Will do,” Peter said, and the man continued on his way and unlocked the heavy metal door at the top of the stairs, stepping through and relocking it from the other side. 
 
    Peter looked down at Anne. She was swirling an index finger around her ear. 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Peter said. 
 
    “He’s off his rocker.” 
 
    “Be nice.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” she said. “His wife isn’t upstairs.” 
 
    Peter froze in place. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She’s buried in the biodome, feeding the plants.” 
 
    He turned toward the kitchen, but didn’t move. “Alia told you?” 
 
    “If she knows, she might be a little cuckoo, too, since she’s kissing a boy just a few feet from her mother’s corpse.” 
 
    “It might not be her,” Peter said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “If it’s not her,” Anne whispered. “Then we might really be in trouble here.” 
 
    Peter and Anne stared at each other. The kid, as usual, made a good point. He opened the closet and motioned to the vests stacked on the floor. “See if you can find one that fits. Then stay with your mother.” He stepped toward the kitchen and stopped in the doorway. “No matter what’s going on, we’re spending the night here. Try not to ruffle any feathers. It would be nice to avoid trouble for at least one night.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Anne said. She started rummaging through the vests. 
 
    Peter still wasn’t sure if he was irked by Anne’s straightforward nature, or appreciative of it. In many ways, she reminded him of some of the men he had served with, but they were hardened CSO soldiers, not twelve year old girls. Not his daughter. 
 
    He shook the debate from his head and made his way through the spotless kitchen, eyeing the weapons lined up beneath the window, making a mental list of what was available. He’d left his shotgun in the living room, partly because he now associated the weapon with a slew of bad memories, but mostly because no matter where he went in this house, he was only a few feet away from enough weapons to hold the Alamo indefinitely. 
 
    Peter opened the biodome door and was greeted by the hiss of pressurization. He hadn’t heard a generator running, or seen any lights. Things like that would ruin the illusion that the home was dilapidated. But the decontamination chamber was still getting power from something. And that was a good thing. With the front of the second floor wide open, there would be ExoGenetic contamination throughout the house. He wouldn’t be surprised if there were already small plants growing in the second floor carpets. But with the fans whipping the air around him, sucking every fiber, pollen granule and seed from his body, the biodome was safe...ish. The system wasn’t perfect. Seeds could cling inside clothing. Pollen could hide in the treads of boots. Peter shook his body, helping the system do its work, but they’d all entered the home after days of rolling around in the ExoGenetic world. He should have made us ditch the clothes, Peter thought. I should have. But he’d been distracted. And it was too late now. Jakob and Anne had already been inside the biodome. 
 
    The fans cut off, and the second door unlatched. Peter pushed his way into the biodome and quickly said, “Stop!” 
 
    Jakob, who was sitting in an old wooden chair beside a raised garden bed, froze in place, a cherry tomato hovering over his open mouth. Alia was seated on the side of the raised bed, looking surprised and nervous. But was she acting like a teenage girl caught with a boy, or was it something more...like the long mound of dirt framed by potato plants in the next bed? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Peter thought for a moment, trying to figure out how to communicate his fears to the boy without panicking Alia, who had been eating this food during the months since the front of the home was compromised. “You haven’t washed your hands. Don’t want to contaminate anything, do we?” 
 
    Jakob slowly lowered his hand away from his mouth, the silly teenage grin falling in time. He understood, but asked, “Are you for real?” 
 
    “Being cautious,” Peter said. 
 
    Alia plucked the tomato from Jakob’s hand and popped it in her mouth. Jakob started to object, but she stopped him with, “Dad checked for five miles in every direction. If it’s growing out there, we don’t grow it in here. So if something new shows up, we’ll know the food is contaminated. And yes, before you say anything, I know my mother is buried behind me.” 
 
    Jakob looked like he’d been slapped. “Wait, what?” He flinched away when he saw the mound of dirt and understood what it meant. 
 
    “I’m sixteen,” Alia said. “Not stupid. Dad says she’s still alive, upstairs. I argued with him once. It’s not a good idea, so don’t try it. Whether he believes it, or is pretending, I think it’s the only thing keeping him sane.” 
 
    Peter locked eyes with the girl, evaluating her. Her almost orange-brown eyes remained calm and unflinching. “Were you two kissing?” he asked, trying to throw her off balance. 
 
    “Dad!” Jakob protested. 
 
    Alia just grinned and countered with, “Have you kissed your lady friend out there yet?” 
 
    “Can you fire those weapons out there?” Peter asked. He knew this was the strangest parent-to-potential-girlfriend interview, but times and priorities had changed. 
 
    “I’ve only fired a gun once. I don’t know what it was, but it was big. And loud. But it got the job done.” Her eyes remained locked on Peter’s, like she was the one interrogating him. “I’m not like my parents. Not like my father.” 
 
    Peter read between the lines. It wasn’t Brant who’d shot and killed the ExoGen creature outside. It was Alia. Kids in the new world were having to do horrible things to survive. Granted, even in the old world, kids in developing countries often had to kill to survive, but not so much in the heartland of the United States. Still, she was a survivor, and right now, that was the best anyone could ask for. 
 
    Peter smiled, turned and hitched his thumb at her for Jakob to see. “She’s a keeper, son. Don’t screw it up.” 
 
    “Dad,” Jakob said again, horror reducing his vocabulary to a single word. 
 
    Peter turned back to Alia, intent on getting as much information about their current situation as he could. Their lives might depend on what the girl knew. “So, Alia...” His voice trailed off. Had he heard something? 
 
    “What was that?” Jakob asked, confirming Peter hadn’t imagined the sound. 
 
    They fell silent, listening. The dull thud repeated three times. 
 
    Alia reacted first, just as Peter identified the sound as Brant’s foot, banging on the floor of the home’s second floor. “That’s Dad!” she said, rushing for the door. “Something’s here!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Jakob followed close behind Alia, who ran up the stairs to the second floor. His father had headed through the kitchen without a word. They stopped at the metal door at the top of the stairs, surrounded by a collection of framed family photos hanging on horribly ugly patterned wallpaper—ducks and stripes. 
 
    “Dad gets...tense when he sees anything,” Alia warned. “Best if you stay quiet, ’kay?” 
 
    “No problem,” Jakob said, and he started to rethink the wisdom of following Alia rather than his father. 
 
    Alia knocked gently, three raps followed by a pause, then two. Some kind of secret knock, Jakob thought. Then with the gentlest of clicks, the door unlocked. 
 
    Alia crouched, hand on the door knob. “Stay down, and we won’t be seen.” 
 
    Jakob squatted down and waited. The door inched open so slowly that anyone watching wouldn’t see the movement unless their attention was focused on it. With just enough room to slide through, Alia stopped pushing the door and slid in the upstairs hall, which appeared to be blocked by another metal table. She crawled behind the table and waved for Jakob to follow. 
 
    What he found on the other side of the door was a maze of tables, dressers, nightstands and other large objects, all positioned in a maze so that someone could navigate the entire upstairs without being seen. Though he knew Brant had unlocked the door, the man was nowhere to be seen. He could apparently navigate the second floor like a mole in a tunnel. 
 
    Feeling like a World War I soldier crawling through a trench, Jakob followed Alia past several stations where weapons had been positioned. He wondered if they should stop and grab something, but Alia crawled right on past everything without pausing, so he followed, knowing he’d make a racket trying to move while holding one of the rifles. 
 
    They found Brant in what looked like Alia’s bedroom. The walls were pink and hosted more than a few posters of teen heartthrobs, all better looking and more chiseled than Jakob. He felt a pang of jealousy, but it was quickly squelched by the knowledge that all the airbrushed faces smiling down at them were either dead or monsters. 
 
    “What is it?” Alia whispered to her father. 
 
    He was crouching by the front window, which had been mostly boarded up with planks of wood painted black. He lowered a pair of binoculars and turned to his daughter. He saw Jakob and looked surprised for a moment, then disappointed, then resigned. “I don’t know. Something in the woods.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” Alia asked. There was a trace of doubt in her voice, like maybe her father sometimes saw things that weren’t there. Maybe this kind of alarm was a daily occurrence? Shifting winds moving shadows in the woods could be convincing illusions. 
 
    Brant’s response was to hand her the binoculars. He moved aside to let her peek through the opening. As she did, Jakob thought about the sun’s position in the sky. They were facing west and it was still morning, so the sun was still behind them. But in an hour or two, they wouldn’t be able to use the binoculars without risking a reflection. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alia said, binoculars raised, voice tense, “something’s out there.” 
 
    She silently offered the binoculars to Jakob and moved aside. Brant didn’t look happy about it, like Jakob’s presence was disrupting the normal flow of things, but he didn’t say anything. The brightness of the outside world, amplified through the lens, made Jakob squint. When his pupils adjusted to the light, he found himself looking at a blurry close-up of carrot stalks. He moved the binoculars up, watching the view become more distant, and more in focus. He stopped at the treeline, which was at least two miles off. 
 
    The only motion he saw was the gentle sway of the branches. Shadows moved in time with the branches, painting the wheat below with streaks of light and dark. Then, in one of the momentary beams of light, he saw something. It was pale, almost luminous in the flickering sunbeam. And then, it was gone. 
 
    Moved, he thought. 
 
    He focused on the gap between the top of the four-foot-tall wheat stalks and the lowest tree branches, a good six feet of open space. In that emptiness, the shadows resolved, separating into subtly different hues and shapes. 
 
    Shapes that he recognized. 
 
    “Woolies,” he whispered. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Brant said, his voice a little too loud. 
 
    Jakob looked back at the man. 
 
    Brant’s face was screwed up in something between shock and revulsion. “You have a name for them?” 
 
    “We name everything we come across,” Jakob said. “Well, mostly Anne does, but I—” 
 
    “You brought them here,” he said. 
 
    “Not on purpose.” Jakob could see the man’s line of reasoning. If the Woolies followed them here, then they were responsible for whatever happened next. Jakob didn’t necessarily disagree, but the look in Brant’s eyes said the man wanted to dole out punishment. The rifle in his hands began to shift toward Jakob. 
 
    “We don’t know if they’ve spotted us yet,” Jakob said, making a case for why Brant shouldn’t shoot him without coming right out and saying it. Alia looked oblivious to her father’s intentions, and Jakob wasn’t sure how she’d react. At the same time, Jakob shifted his left hand toward a handgun leaning against the metal table beneath the window. He wasn’t sure if he could shoot lefty, or raise the weapon up in time to defend himself, or even if he could pull the trigger on another human being. But he didn’t want to die. 
 
    So he reached. 
 
    And never made it. 
 
    “They know we’re here,” Peter said, causing everyone to flinch. 
 
    Jakob turned around, a pleading look in his eyes, hoping his father would understand the situation. 
 
    Peter gave Brant a nod. “We’ll stand with you.” He handed Jakob a Kevlar vest, its pockets loaded with weapon magazines, shotgun shells, a knife, a handgun and other gear, some of which Jakob recognized, some he didn’t. As Jakob took the vest, he noticed his father was wearing identical gear, similarly laden with supplies. He also had several heavy hitting weapons slung over his shoulder. After Jakob slid into the vest, Peter motioned to an automatic rifle leaning nearby. “The magazines I gave you are for the M16. You remember how to switch them out?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jakob said, feeling very serious, mentally running through the steps his father had taught him. Magazine out, magazine in, chamber the first round and shoot. And switch from the safe setting to fire, or auto if things get crazy. 
 
    Peter turned to Brant. “Don’t suppose you have a sniper rifle? We could stop this before it starts.” 
 
    Brant just shook his head. 
 
    “You comfortable with holding the second floor?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Here for a reason, aren’t I?” Brant’s tone had lost all of its friendliness. Even Alia seemed surprised by it. Then he added, “Can’t leave Misha up here alone.” 
 
    “Jakob,” Peter said, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Hold the living room with Anne. Listen for my—” 
 
    “Something’s coming out,” Alia said, looking through a crack in the boards. 
 
    Still next to the window, holding the binoculars, Jakob looked across the field. Rows of wheat parted as something walked through them, carving a path. Too small to be a Woolie, he thought, which means, “It’s a Rider.” 
 
    And then he saw the Rider’s face. 
 
    It was her. 
 
    The hair was wrong, flowing like a mane from her head and down her back. The teeth were hideous, rising up like a fence to pierce the cheeks. But the eyes, even from this distance, looked familiar. As did the shape of her face. 
 
    His mother had followed them. 
 
    But it couldn’t really be her. 
 
    He turned slowly back toward his father. “You killed her, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Killed who?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “You killed your wife?” Brant said, his voice far too loud and filled with revulsion. His weapon shifted toward Peter. 
 
    “She ate the ExoGen crops,” Peter said quickly, making no move for his own weapon. “She changed.” 
 
    “But you killed her?” Brant said. “Killed your own wife?” 
 
    Peter looked torn, but then said. “No.” 
 
    “What?” Jakob asked. His father had let him live with the idea that his monster-mother was dead and buried. “You shot her. I heard it.” 
 
    “I let her go,” Peter said. “She was still intelligent enough to know I could kill her if I had to. The shot you heard got her moving.” 
 
    Jakob deflated. “Then she’s alive.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Jakob handed the binoculars to Peter and moved away from the windows. Peter took the lens and looked out the window. After just a moment, he frowned and said, “Yes.” He turned to Jakob. “I didn’t want you to be afraid of her.” 
 
    Jakob said nothing. The idea that his mother, the monster, still existed and had all this time, filled him with nausea. Not because he loved her and wanted her back, or held out some kind of hope that their family could be reunited, though. She’d tried to eat him. And worse, when she’d pinned him to the gas station parking lot, she had recognized him. 
 
    She was here for him. He knew it. 
 
    “You should have shot her,” Jakob said. 
 
    Peter just stared at his son for a moment, and then gave a carefully considered nod. 
 
    “She’s coming,” Alia said, looking out the window. “By herself.” 
 
    Peter took a quick look and then gave Jakob’s shoulder a tap. “To the living room. Same as before. Stay with Anne. Guard Ella.” He turned to Brant and Alia. “You comfortable being overwatch from here?” 
 
    “It’s why I’m here,” Brant said again. He moved Alia behind him. “She’ll stay with me.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Jakob asked. 
 
    Peter turned and looked out the window again. After a moment, he said, “I’m going to go talk to your mom.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Shell-shock was a term coined in the wake of World War I to describe what was now known as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, something with which Peter was familiar. But shell-shocked had become part of the general vernacular, applicable to everyday people in the grip of sudden and jarring surprise. After a car accident, an earthquake, a fire. Any traumatic event could leave a person shell-shocked, despite the utter lack of artillery shelling. Out of respect for the warriors who had given their lives during that horrible war, and those who, like him, knew what being shelled felt like, he had never used the term. But now, stepping out the front door of Brant’s house to face his wife-turned-ExoGen-monster, he understood how a person, outside of battle, could feel the full and deeply profound horror of surviving an artillery or mortar bombardment. 
 
    His legs grew weak as he took the steps down to the brick walkway, which cut through the carrot greens and led to the long driveway. He stepped past the debris that made the house look dilapidated and abandoned, heading down the driveway and stopping thirty feet from the house. If ExoGen Kristen wanted to talk, she’d have to come to him. 
 
    And she did. Confidently. He looked her over, seeing the face he remembered—if he ignored the long teeth poking up into her face and the elongated jaw accommodating them. But the rest of her... The once curvaceous body was slender, wiry and twitching with muscles. Her hips jutted out like an emaciated runway model, but she didn’t appear frail. She looked powerful. Long claws on the tips of her fingers matched the teeth. The last time he’d seen her, the claws had been an inch long. They were now at least four inches. A strong wind swept past her from behind, billowing her mane of hair in every direction, doubling her size and making her look even more wild and dangerous. When the wind reached Peter, he caught a whiff of her scent, earthy and pungent. 
 
    In nearly all respects, the woman he once loved was now an animal. A monster. And yet, she was walking out to meet him like two parlaying generals before a battle. Parlay was usually agreed upon with the intention of finding a way to avoid bloodshed, but it was rarely successful. He didn’t hold out hope that this would work out any differently, but if there was a chance, he had to see it through. 
 
    She slowed as she neared, eyeing the M16 in his hands. He lowered the weapon and slung it over his shoulder. A sign of good faith. 
 
    She stopped ten feet away, still standing in the field of carrots. Though she was completely unclothed, Peter felt naked under her gaze. She looked at him with predatory eyes, evaluating him. He was doing the same to her, but found no weakness. She’d been reformed into an efficient killer, every part of her lithe form hardened for constant life and death struggle. She was still human in appearance, standing straight like a modern biped. She might have been a few inches taller, but unlike the Stalkers, she was still, beneath all the sinews and hair, human. 
 
    A Rider, he reminded himself. What the Riders lacked in size, they made up for by forming a predatory symbiotic relationship with the Woolies. He glanced past her, looking for any sign of the lumbering beasts, but they were still hidden within the shadows of the distant forest. The question was, how many were there? And how many Riders? Until he knew that, Kristin had the advantage. 
 
    “Want son,” she said, her voice deeper, but still familiar. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Peter replied, matching her resolve. He also noticed her stilted language. While she was still clearly more intelligent than the average ExoGen predator, she had lost some of her previous sharpness. 
 
    But not her memory, he thought. She knows who I am. Who Jakob is. 
 
    He decided to appeal to her motherly instincts, if she had any left. “He wouldn’t be safe with you.” 
 
    She crouched down, shoved her fingers into the dirt and lifted a single carrot free. It was covered in soil, but looked thick and orange and delicious. She took a bite, dirt and all, her long, sharp teeth snapping the vegetable with a pop. She worked her jaw open and closed, crunching the carrot. Her teeth slipped in and out of the holes in her face. She swallowed loudly. “Will make son strong.” 
 
    He understood the message. Jakob would be fed ExoGenetic crops and turned into a monster, maybe a Rider, or something worse. Or maybe her pals would just eat the boy. In all the infinite parallel universes that might exist, he didn’t think there was a version of himself that would ever let that happen. 
 
    “You tried to eat him,” Peter pointed out, though he doubted she would care. 
 
    To his surprise, she managed a slight frown that exposed the swollen gums holding her long teeth in place. “Hunger is...strong. But makes us strong. Too.” 
 
    She stood up again, stretching out her lean body. “Stronger than soldiers. Stronger than you.” 
 
    Peter held up his hands. “That might be true, but stronger is not always better.” 
 
    She squinted at him, trying to make sense of his words. 
 
    “If I were stronger,” he said, “I would have killed you.” 
 
    All her twitching and agitation ceased. 
 
    “I would have shot you outside the house. Stopped you from...” He decided not to insult what she had become. “But I didn’t. I showed you mercy. And kindness. Because I love you.” 
 
    Her whole face seemed to relax. She dropped the carrot and took a deep, shaky breath. “Pe-ter...” One slow step at a time, she exited the field and stepped onto the pavement, just five feet away. She stopped, just out of arm’s reach. “Still...love?” 
 
    “Never stopped,” he said, and it was the truth. He still regretted the decision to let her live, but only because he did love her. He could have spared her from this horrible life. Instead, he’d condemned her to endless savagery and painful adaptations. 
 
    “You come, too,” she said, reaching for him. 
 
    He stepped back. “I can’t.” 
 
    She looked wounded. “You said ‘love.’ You said—” Kristen sucked in a sudden and deep breath like she’d just been sucker punched in the gut. She doubled over, holding herself, stumbling back—and looking past him, toward the house. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as Peter turned around, turned his back on his enemy, and looked at the home. The front door was open, framing the small body of a woman whose head had been shaved, but was still easily recognizable to anyone who had met her. 
 
    Ella looked groggy and confused for a moment as she looked at Peter, and then beyond him. Then her eyes slowly opened, growing large with recognition. Despite the physical alterations, she still recognized Kristen, just as Kristen recognized her. 
 
    Jakob and Anne appeared in the doorway, reaching and grabbing, pulling Ella back and closing the door. But the damage had been done. 
 
    The wife he had loved, and spared and wished he had killed, had seen his former lover, the woman who nearly destroyed them, who Kristen loathed with every fiber of her being. He had little doubt, that given the opportunity to kill Ella with no repercussions, Kristen would have done so long ago. And now, with him having just claimed to love her, she had seen Ella again, with her son. 
 
    A long string of curses flowed through Peter’s mind as he swung back around, leaping away from Kristen as he did so. The move saved his life. Long claws sliced through the air where his neck had been a moment before. Had he not anticipated the attack, he’d be on his knees, clutching his neck and bleeding out in clear view of his son. 
 
    “We can leave in peace,” he blurted, still hoping to avoid killing her in front of Jakob. He might regret letting her live again, but he still wanted to protect his son. “No one needs to get—” 
 
    Kristen unleashed a high-pitched scream and threw herself at Peter. As he blocked her first swing, a deep, bellowing roar replied. It was followed by the sound of thunder as massive feet charged over the carrot field. 
 
    The Riders were coming. 
 
    Kristen struck again, diving in a roll and swiping at the inside of his leg. Kristen hadn’t been a violent person. She’d never been trained in how to fight, yet here she was, trying to sever his femoral artery. 
 
    He leaped back and swatted down, pushing her hands away. When her legs bent to spring, he knew she was about to tackle him, and once they hit the ground, there would be no avoiding all her pointy parts. So he kicked. Hard. A tooth broke in half as his boot connected with the side of her face and sent her sprawling. 
 
    His instincts said to go for the kill. Finish her off. But the man in him, who’d said, ‘in sickness and in health,’ who had held her hand while she gave birth, couldn’t bring himself to shoot her where she knelt, like some captive POW. 
 
    He stumbled back. “Please. Kristen. Call them off. I’m giving you the chance to live again.” 
 
    “Is not chance I want you to have,” she growled, and then she dived to the side, moving on all fours. As soon as she landed, she leapt the other direction, closing the gap between them while keeping him off balance. 
 
    “Kristen!” he shouted. “No!” 
 
    Then she was upon him, arms and claws outstretched, jaws hung wide open, ready to cleave his face away. There was no avoiding what happened next. In the face of certain death, Peter simply reacted, instinct and training guiding his every move, while things like mercy and love took a back seat. He ducked down while reaching up to his chest. He drew the Glock 17 handgun from its holster, twisted his hand up and pulled the trigger. The 9mm round sliced upward through the air before striking the soft skin beneath Kristen’s chin and continuing on through her tongue, skull and brain. As momentum pulled her up and over his body, the bullet carved a groove through the bone of her skull, following the curve and then ricocheting through the gray matter, shredding the brain and erasing everything that was once Peter’s wife, without ever exiting the body. Once upon a time, Peter would have called it a clean kill. As Kristen fell to the brick walkway behind him, blood dripping from the small hole in her chin, he thought it was tragic. 
 
    His wife was dead, by his hand, and their son had seen it happen. 
 
    And then, suddenly, Jakob was by his side, shouting, “Dad!” 
 
    But the boy didn’t sound angry. He sounded worried. Like his now-dead mother was still alive and trying to eat him once more. 
 
    “Dad!” Jakob yanked on Peter’s arm. Then the boy punched him. “Snap out of it!” 
 
    Peter glanced from his dead wife to his son. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Jakob shouted, pointing to the field where Kristen had stood moments before. He looked and saw six Riders sitting upon their Woolie mounts, charging across the field and moving so fast, Peter wasn’t sure he and Jakob would make it to the door before the attack party arrived. 
 
    He shoved Jakob toward the door, shouting, “Go!” fully intending to follow his son, but then his sensitive ears picked up something over the rumble of the approaching Woolies. The rhythmic thud was easily recognizable to any soldier: helicopters. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Ella awoke kicking and punching, drenched in confusion and sweat, surrounded by an unfamiliar living room and the smell of tension. Hands reached out, grasping her arms. Whispered voices told her to calm down, that she was okay, that she was safe, but her last memory, of being inside the gullet of some monster, overwhelmed her common sense and told her to fight. 
 
    To flee. 
 
    To get out. 
 
    The hands on her shoulders, fingers hooked around her muscles, like tendrils or claws, slipped away. She lunged to her feet, vision spinning for a moment. The wall caught her as she stumbled forward, mumbling incoherent threats to what held her. 
 
    “You’re out,” someone said. “You’re safe.” 
 
    The words were like a fingertip of balm on a third degree burn, wholly ineffective and not nearly enough. She slid across the wall and fell through a doorway, bumbling across a hardwood floor and catching herself on a small table that jabbed her ribs. The pain sharpened her senses, but fueled her flight. When something grasped her shoulders from behind, pulling her back, she swung out a backhand, striking hard and being freed. Light drew her forward, toward a large wooden door. She fell against it, hands moving over the locks, snapping them open without looking. Blinding sunlight struck her a moment later, burning the green of the world outside into her retina. She squinted and stepped back, as the sight of endless crops helped her understand where she was. 
 
    In a house. 
 
    A farm. 
 
    Not inside the belly of a predator. 
 
    Not consumed. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    Hands wrapped around her arms once more, two on each side, pulling her back. Voices urged with desperation, but she held her ground. There were fields outside, endless green, but there was also Peter. And he wasn’t alone. An ExoGenetic creature...one of the Riders...stood just a few feet away from him. 
 
    She opened her mouth to shout at him, to tell him to shoot it, but then Peter turned around. His eyes locked on hers and then twisted in a kind of fear-fueled shock she’d never before seen on his face. That was when she shifted her gaze left, past Peter, seeing the ExoGen’s face. 
 
    And recognizing it. 
 
    Despite the twisted nature of the Rider’s body and the protruding teeth and feral hair, Ella had felt the loathing fire of those eyes before. 
 
    Her heart skipped in time with her faltering limbs. 
 
    But Kristen was dead. Peter killed— 
 
    No. He didn’t. Of course he didn’t. The Peter she knew could never do that, especially to Kristen. She should have realized the truth before, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. The odds of Kristen still being alive, or even still partly herself, were slim. But this was Kristen, with her memory and her hatred for Ella, still intact. The woman’s eyes registered shock upon seeing Ella. 
 
    For a moment, Kristen looked wounded. 
 
    And then, with the suddenness of a crashing wave—rage. 
 
    Before Ella could react, she was pulled from behind, and this time she found herself powerless against the hands dragging her back. Seeing Kristen alive, standing before Peter, her still devoted husband, had sucked her will away. In that moment, she realized just how much she still cared about Peter. Her rock. Despite him staying with Kristen all those years ago, Ella had never doubted, that should some kind of desperate need arise, he would be there for her. It was why she had gone to his biodome first, when there had been others to choose from. She hadn’t known Kristen was out of the picture then, but she had believed Peter would help her. 
 
    She had hated herself for thinking it, but Kristen’s death, while tragic, had been a Godsend. She’d had Peter back. All of him. But now... 
 
    She fell back onto the hardwood floor as the thing that was once Kristen let out a savage howl. Ella strained to see what was happening, but the heavy door slammed shut. Jakob was there, looking out the window, flinching at whatever was happening outside. 
 
    A sharp pain in her arm brought her attention over to Anne, who stood beside her and had just landed a kick. “Are you crazy!” the girl shouted. “Do you know who that is?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Jakob said, hands snapping up to his mouth. “Oh shit! No!” 
 
    A single gunshot tore through the air. 
 
    Jakob’s arms fell. His shoulders sagged. An invisible weight pulled his forehead against the window. He banged it against the glass once, and Ella thought the boy was about to crack. Whatever had happened outside was clearly devastating. One of his parents were dead. Given the gunshot, she assumed it was Kristen. While the boy had already believed his mother to be dead at his father’s hands, this time he had watched it happen. Kristen had become a monster, thanks in part to Ella, but had still been his mother. 
 
    But then all signs of the boy’s fragility disappeared. He perked up suddenly, brow furrowed. He turned to Anne. “You hear that?” 
 
    The hallway fell silent for a moment. The sound reached them through the floorboards, first as a faint vibration. Then a rumble. 
 
    Jakob stood on his toes, looking out the window, and then, without a word, he sprang into action. He flung open the door, revealing Peter standing over his wife’s body, gun in hand, consumed by shock and grief. Jakob leapt from the porch steps and reached his father in three long strides. 
 
    The boy pulled on Peter’s arm. “Dad! Snap out of it!” When Peter looked at him, he added. “They’re coming!” 
 
    “Go!” Peter shouted, shoving Jakob back toward the door. He took one step to follow him and stopped, turning back, and then looking up. 
 
    What is he... 
 
    She heard it then. A familiar sound she’d come to know well during her time in San Francisco. But who would have helicopters all the way out here? Had ExoGen sent people looking for them? Were they really that valuable, or that much of a threat? She didn’t think it was possible, so what could motivate these people to track them down? 
 
    She considered the possibility that the approaching helicopters were not from ExoGen, but she knew it was unlikely. If there had been other large pockets of survivors—people who had completely avoided eating the ExoGen crops—she would have known about it. No, this was ExoGen, and that meant they’d be ready for war. 
 
    Adrenaline spiking, Ella climbed to her feet and shouted, “Peter! It’s ExoGen! Get inside, now!” 
 
    Her loud, ‘now!’ did the trick. He turned and ran for the house, pursued by several Woolies and their Riders, like Indiana Jones running from an Amazon tribe. She flinched when gunfire erupted from the second floor, peppering the field in front of the approaching horde. They weren’t alone in the house, but whoever had opened fire was a horrible shot. 
 
    The door slammed shut behind Peter as he entered the front hall. Jakob started working the many locks, but Peter said, “Don’t bother. They’re not going to knock.” 
 
    Peter rushed forward, and for a moment, Ella thought he was going to strike her. But he took her arm in his hand and pulled her up. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Later. Get a weapon.” 
 
    “Where?” she asked. 
 
    He let go of her arm and stepped into the living room where she’d awoken, slinging an M16 off his shoulder. “Anywhere.” He pointed at Jakob. “Kitchen window!” 
 
    As the two Crane men separated, her eyes followed Peter, and then she really saw the living room’s decor. In addition to a few pieces of furniture and old paintings hanging on the walls, there were weapons positioned under every window. With wide eyes, she turned and looked down the hallway, spotting the cabinet full of ammo and supplies. 
 
    “Here,” Anne said, tossing a combat vest at her mother. 
 
    Ella caught the armor and slipped into it, quickly cinching it tight. It had already been loaded with what looked like AK-47 magazines, a Sig Sauer P229 handgun and shotgun shells. 
 
    Gunshots rang out from the living room. Three-round bursts. Definitely Peter. 
 
    “Back him up,” Anne said in a take-charge way that the girl hadn’t displayed before. “I’ll be with Jake.” 
 
    Before Ella could agree with the plan, Anne, an M16 looking oversized in her small arms, headed for the kitchen. What happened while I was unconscious? Ella wondered, but she knew the answer to that question would have to wait. They had monsters to repel. 
 
    And then an army. 
 
    She ran into the living room, and slid like she was stealing second base, stopping beneath one of the three windows where an AK-47 leaned against the wall. Before the Change, it had been the most common assault rifle on the planet, used by modern militaries and terrorists alike. The US military had no use for the gun, but it was popular with gun enthusiasts, and it wasn’t surprising to find in a home that seemed to be overflowing with weapons. 
 
    Peter fired two more three-round bursts. She watched a Rider’s head snap back, pulling up off his mount. The giant beast continued forward, oblivious to its passenger’s dismount, and it wasn’t alone. There were five more woolies, two of them now lacking Riders. But there was nothing that could be done to stop all of them before they reached the house. 
 
    Automatic gunfire erupted from above. Two shooters, she thought. And then from the kitchen. And then from Peter. 
 
    Ella popped out the magazine and checked that it was loaded. Seeing it was full to the top, she slapped the magazine back in and yanked back the rifle’s operating rod handle, chambering the first cartridge. She flicked the safety off and thrust the weapon through a wide crack in the boards nailed over the window, shattering the glass on the other side. 
 
    She squeezed the trigger, unleashing a fusillade of 7.62mm rounds. But her efforts, like those of the other five people in the house, were too little, too late. The entire home shook as a Woolie slammed into the front porch stairs, careened through them, and then the porch, and then the front door. The wall to her right bulged as the large beast smashed through the front of the house, lodging itself in the hallway. The enemy had breached the castle walls, making the fight more up-close-and-personal, which Ella didn’t mind, but it also separated her from her daughter, which ignited a fire in her gut and unleashed a kind of human rage that had yet to be weeded out by millions of years of evolution. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Jakob held his fire. The shotgun he held would have little effect on the approaching creatures. Not until they were closer, at least. Anne arrived beside him with an M16 clutched in her arms. The gun looked massive in her hands. But like everything she did, Anne wielded the weapon without hesitation or fear, pushing the muzzle through the wooden planks and opening fire. Five rounds spat from the gun, the first three shattering glass and buzzing out into the open air. The last two struck the wooden barricade blocking the window as recoil punched her shoulder, sending her flying backward to the kitchen floor, sprawling atop a red-and-blue braided rug. Jakob dove to the side to avoid the spray of rounds, but didn’t make it more than a few feet before slamming into the wall. 
 
    “Did I hit anything?” Anne asked, pushing herself up and reaching for the weapon that now laid beside her. 
 
    “You mean besides the window?” Jakob moved back behind the overturned metal table and peeked outside. 
 
    “Don’t be an ass—” 
 
    Jakob flinched as a flash of brown fur filled his vision. “Holy shit!” Off balance and moving fast, Jakob shoved the shotgun barrel through the window and fired a single blast, just as the house shook from an explosive impact. The kickback knocked him back onto the floor beside Anne just as the front hallway exploded. The walls cracked. Plaster shattered. Pots and pans burst from shelves with an unholy racket. 
 
    Anne shouted in surprise, and though she’d probably never admit it, fright. Jakob did, too. His father had once described what it was like to be on the receiving end of a mortar round. As the boom receded and the house groaned, the kitchen shelves still disgorging their contents, he felt this might qualify as a similar experience. Except it wasn’t an explosive mortar round, it was a massive Woolie, its clumpy-haired body lodged firmly in the hallway, just to their left, blocking the living room door. 
 
    Jakob climbed to his feet and took a deep breath, willing the numb shaking of his limbs to stop. The Woolie, trapped partly in the floor, writhed and shook, trying to pull free of its self-imposed prison. It stopped, turning its jaundiced, bloodshot eye toward Jakob as he stepped toward it and pumped the shotgun. If it knew what was coming, it was incapable of showing it, even as Jakob raised the weapon. 
 
    He flinched when Anne opened fire behind him. His finger twitched and the shotgun punched his shoulder, sending a cloud of close-range pellets into the side of the beast’s head, folding it inward and stopping the monster’s gyrations. 
 
    Anne fired again, standing at the window, leaning into the weapon. It still nearly knocked her over, but the short burst and her stance kept her on her feet. But when she turned around, running toward the back of the kitchen, it appeared her effort had borne little fruit. 
 
    “Get back!” she shouted, sprinting around the table. 
 
    Jakob followed her without question. If she was running, there was a reason. Had he hesitated even a moment, the following impact would have knocked him to the floor and left him crushed beneath the body of a behemoth Woolie. The corner of the house bent inward and shattered. Wood and plaster flew, smacking Jakob’s back and shoving him to the ground. He had a fleeting image of what the impact would have done if he wasn’t wearing the tactical vest. The image wasn’t pretty, nor was it long lasting. 
 
    He turned around onto his back while Anne took hold of his vest, trying to drag him back like some wounded soldier on the battlefield. 
 
    “C’mon!” she shouted. 
 
    But Jakob’s attention remained fixated on the snorting and bloodied Woolie, which was pulling back out of the house. He could see the bit in its frothing mouth, the reins and the mount, but the Rider was nowhere to be seen. It got off before the impact, he thought. And as the Woolie inched back out of the house, he realized they were about to get company. 
 
    As the bulk of the monster slipped backward, the corner of the home’s second floor dipped down with a groan. The building couldn’t take much more abuse before caving in on itself. As daylight squeezed past the Woolie, Jakob scrambled to his feet and ran with Anne, heading toward the back of the house. They stopped at an intersection. Straight ahead was the biodome with its glass walls and vegetables for cover, not to mention Misha’s corpse. To the right was the back end of the home’s main hallway, giving them access to the second floor stairs. Brant and Alia are up there, Jakob thought, and a lot more weapons. He shoved Anne into the hall and shouted, “Up!” 
 
    There was a moment of annoyance at being pushed around, but Anne charged up the stairs, taking them one at a time in rapid fire, while Jakob took two at a time. They reached the metal door at the top together, pounding on its cool surface, neglecting the secret knock. 
 
    When Jakob shouted, “It’s us! Let us up!” his words had the same effect as the knock. Locks snapped open and the metal door swung away. Anne ran through, followed by Jakob. Alia stood next to the door, somehow looking both mortified and determined. She moved to shut the door, but then froze. And screamed. 
 
    Jakob spun around. 
 
    A single, male Rider surged up the staircase. His arms were coiled back, fingers open and hooked, jaw wide, brows furrowed, wild hair flailing. Here was a demon, straight from the pits of hell, charging up to consume them whole. Jakob shouted and pulled the shotgun’s trigger. The shotgun echoed strangely in the stairwell, stabbing Jakob’s ears. The pain sharpened the pitch of his shout, but it was pain replacing fear, which had diminished when the Rider’s body lifted up off the stairs and flew backward. 
 
    The airborne Rider slammed into the back wall, knocking down framed photos and leaving a splotch of blood where the hole in his torso struck the wallpaper. He crumpled into a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Jakob stood, looking at the man, remembering the similar scene of his mother being gunned down in the front yard. The event had shaken him to his core, but he also understood it, and he knew that his father had no choice. Not when he let her live the first time, when he’d been doing what he thought was right. And not when he shot her today, when he was doing what was necessary. Jakob didn’t think he’d ever have the fortitude to shoot someone he knew, but these horrible Riders? He could live with that. 
 
    Alia shouted again and slammed the door shut. Jakob caught a glimpse of three Riders rounding the corner below and scrambling up the stairs. She managed to get a single deadbolt in place before the door was struck from the far side. Jakob helped her lock the remaining three and turned around to find Anne, hands raised, staring down the barrel of an assault rifle. 
 
    “They don’t belong up here,” Brant said, a wild look in his eyes, sweat oozing from every pore on his face. 
 
    “Dad!” Alia shouted over the pounding on the door behind her. “Stop it!” 
 
    “Your mother doesn’t like company,” he said. “They’ll wake her.” 
 
    Wake her? The noise booming throughout the house, from the door, and from a continued assault on the structure from outside, was enough to wake the dead. Jakob almost said so until he remembered that Misha was actually dead. 
 
    “They’re our friends,” Alia said. “They’re here to help. To protect Mom!” 
 
    Anne stepped forward, lifting her M16 without pointing it at Brant. “We’ll keep her safe.” 
 
    Brant looked unconvinced. The pounding on the door got louder, each boom twisting tension into Brant’s expression. When the door was struck loudly enough for a hinge to rattle loose, Brant looked down the sights of his weapon, aiming it at Jakob’s head. “No! They have to go! Your mom says they have to go!” 
 
    The way Brant’s voice cracked as he shouted told Jakob that the man had finally lost his mind. Between Misha’s death and the chaos of battle, the man had cracked. And that meant he might very well shoot Jakob and Anne. But there was nowhere Jakob could go. Opening the door meant certain death, not just for him, but for Anne, Alia and Brant. 
 
    “Sir,” Jakob said, but stopped short when Brant’s index finger slipped around the weapon’s trigger and started to squeeze. 
 
    “Dad!” Alia shouted. “No!” 
 
    The explosion that came next made everyone shout, and Jakob wondered why he’d heard it at all. He should have been missing his head, but instead, he felt the floor beneath him shift. He opened his eyes and looked through the open front of the house. A cloud of dust and smoke rose up from the left side of the downstairs floor, where the living room was. The second floor to his left hung at an angle, just like it did above the kitchen, and he knew another portion of the home’s support had been destroyed. He felt concerned for his father, but moved past it when Alia shouted, “Dad!” 
 
    Remembering the man with the gun to his head, Jakob turned and found empty space where Brant had stood. He was now sprawled on the floor, where he’d fallen when the floor shifted. But he looked startled, as though he’d seen a ghost. His weapon lay on the floor beside him. 
 
    Jakob knelt beside Alia and saw a shard of glass protruding through the tactical vest covering the man’s chest. “What?” he said. “How?” 
 
    “Shrapnel from the explosion,” Anne said, matter of fact. “Kevlar stops blunt impacts from bullets, but doesn’t work against things like knives, or flying glass.” She put her hand briefly on Alia’s shoulder, said, “I’m sorry,” and then stood, aiming her M16 at the door behind them, which was slowly rattling loose from the continued assault. 
 
    Jakob nearly shouted when Brant grabbed his arm with the speed and power of a striking anaconda. But the man’s strength was fleeting. With each word spoken, his grip fell more slack. “Take...care of my...girls.” 
 
    “I will,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Both...of them,” Brant said, tears running down his cheeks. 
 
    When Brant’s hand fell away, Jakob took hold of it. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll watch over Alia, if you take care of your wife.” 
 
    Brant smiled, his teeth stained red with blood. “Deal.” He turned to Alia, whispered, “Love you, girl,” and then fell limp. 
 
    Alia let out a single, gut-wrenching sob, but then she seemed to suck her emotion inside her. As the door shook and screws fell to the floor, she gripped Jakob’s arm and pulled. “We can get out the back!” 
 
    Jakob tapped Anne’s shoulder, shouting, “C’mon!” and following Alia. They ran to the back of the hall and entered her parents’ empty and perfectly kept bedroom. As Alia ran to the back of the room and unlocked the window, Anne slammed the door shut and shouted, “Help me!” 
 
    Working together, Jakob and Anne slid a full dresser in front of the door. Jakob then used the push button lock on the door and fastened a small hook and eye lock near the top of the door. He didn’t think the barricade would hold for more than a few moments, but they had no other choice. He took a step back, raising his shotgun, ready to shoot through the wooden door. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Alia shouted. 
 
    Jakob looked back to see a rope, tied to the bed, dangling out the back window. Alia climbed out the window and started lowering herself down, out of view. Anne hurried after her. Jakob paused for a moment, unsure about the plan, because while there were three Riders inside the house, there were five Woolies outside. 
 
    Then he heard gunfire, distant and outside the house. Two different kinds. His father and Ella had made it outside, too, and the realization jolted him into action, just as he heard the metal door at the top of the stairs slam open. Jakob reached the rope as Anne slipped out of view. He looked out and found the pair just eight feet below him, standing on the roof of the transitional hallway that led to the biodome. He heard the trumpeting call of the Woolies growing closer, perhaps tracking them by scent or sound, and he paused. But when the wooden door behind him shook and splintered, the dresser groaning as it shifted over the wood, Jakob slipped out the window, hung by his fingers and dropped down. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    The impact at the front of the house created a pressure wave in the living room, hitting Peter like a stiff wind. Walls cracked. Swirling dust, mostly crushed and burst drywall, billowed into the room. Peter glanced toward the now bulging wall and found the bowed door frame blocked by an enormous, shaggy body. They were trapped, and the Woolie was still alive. The wall’s supports cracked and splintered, threatening to cave in. Peter raised his weapon, intending to end the monster’s life, and its struggle against the home’s foundation, but a blur of motion in his periphery caught his attention. He turned and looked out the front window. 
 
    A blur of dark brown nearly forced him back, but he held his ground when he realized the Woolie was simply rounding the corner of the house. A second followed, glancing at the window as it passed. If it saw him, it showed no reaction. They have a plan, Peter thought. 
 
    Only a few seconds had passed since the impact, and in those moments, Peter had lost track of Ella. That changed when she stood up from the floor, muttering curses and looking a little wild. 
 
    Muted gunfire vibrated through the house, coming from the kitchen. The sound froze Ella in place, but added an injection of intensity into her eyes. He felt his own pulse quicken when he heard voices: Anne’s and Jakob’s. Then with the suddenness of the front door’s destruction, the house shook violently, as though a wrecking ball had just struck. 
 
    And the sound had come from the kitchen. 
 
    A loud wrenching wailed through the house, nails pulling from wood, beams bending to the breaking point. For a moment, it sounded like the whole structure would collapse, but then it got quiet again. 
 
    Peter glanced out the window again. He’d lost track of the running beasts, but he could still hear voices. And then footsteps. The kids were running upstairs. 
 
    “Ella, lets—” Peter froze when he saw her. She stood at the front corner of the room, a fragmentation grenade in her hand, a finger looped through the pin. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The windows were too boarded up to throw the grenade outside, and he couldn’t conceive of any good reason why she might detonate the device in a closed room—with them inside it. But then he could see in her eyes that she was reacting more out of emotion than logic. And in that moment, he understood her intentions. With no way out, she was going to make a way. 
 
    She glanced back at him as though to ask, “You ready?” 
 
    He grabbed a metal table from the side of the room where it was positioned beneath a window and spun it around, the legs against the back wall, a makeshift foxhole. Before he could shout, ‘Ready,’ and duck down, she pulled the pin, dropped the grenade into the corner and ran. The grenade’s handle sprang away, igniting the fuse. 
 
    Ella ran toward him, no fear in her eyes. Just anger. She had four seconds from the moment the handle shot free until detonation. She leapt into the air at three, slammed into the wall and fell behind the metal table at four, hands already over her ears. Peter ducked down, hands covering his head, eyes closed, mouth open. He trusted that the new, militant Ella knew to open her mouth, too. The pressure from the grenade in such a cramped and enclosed space could be enough to rupture their lungs. 
 
    The ordinance exploded with the sound of twenty rifles firing in unison. The pressure built around them for a brief moment and then vented out the front of the house, as first windows, and then walls, ruptured outward. 
 
    When Peter opened his eyes, the table legs had been shoved into the wall behind them, cramping the space. He unblocked his ears and found them ringing. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    Ella looked up, but said nothing. She took her hands away from her head and closed her mouth. The sounds of pounding, harder than their kids could manage, came from somewhere in the house. 
 
    They’re inside, Peter thought, but he didn’t bother saying it. Ella knew. And she reacted faster, standing up to leap over the table. But she stopped short, flinching back slightly. 
 
    Peter looked over the table and understood why. The old farmhouse hadn’t stood a chance against the grenade. The corner of the structure, two windows, drywall and the wood siding had been vomited outward, strewn over what remained of the farmer’s porch and the driveway beyond. Twisted coils of singed, pink insulation hung from the open walls, the home’s guts exposed. The five exposed support studs were shattered, all but the corner beam with gaps between top and bottom. The ruined corner support was cracked at an angle, slowly shifting downward with a groan. The ceiling bent, splitting and releasing clouds of debris. 
 
    “The corner’s coming down!” Peter shouted, shoving Ella from behind. She dove out from behind the overturned table, snatched up her AK-47 and made for the slowly crumbling hole in the wall. Peter, still clutching his M16, followed close behind her, watching the top half of the wall descend, its exposed beams looking like giant shattered teeth, closing to swallow them whole. 
 
    Ella reached the corner first and slipped between the 16-inch space between studs. Peter knew he’d never fit, so he aimed his weapon at the base of a stud, unleashed six rounds into it and then kicked. The ruined wood bent outward, but not enough for him to fit past. The house shook and the wall dropped a few inches. Peter slung the rifle over his shoulder, took a few steps back and then charged like a linebacker. He struck the bent beam hard, finishing the job a grenade, an assault rifle and his foot had started. He sprawled across the porch, rolled off the side and hit the pavement hard. 
 
    With a loud crack, the gaping jaws of the open corner of the house slammed shut. Windows on the second floor shattered, raining down glass. Peter rolled onto his stomach and closed his eyes, waiting for the shards to finish pelting his back and the pavement around him. 
 
    “Peter!” Ella shouted, just as he detected vibrations in the pavement beneath his hands. 
 
    He looked up and saw two Woolies charging through the faux debris and over carrots, pounding past the side of the house toward their position. Unlike the masterless Woolies they’d encountered before, who stood still without direction, these seemed to have been worked into some kind of kill-everything frenzy. 
 
    Staying prone, Peter brought his M16 to bear, shouted, “Aim for the knees!” and then opened fire, unleashing a merciless torrent of lead toward the nearest beast’s legs. Tufts of fur burst off the limbs. Blood followed. And then bone. The beast wailed, but continued forward—until its chipped and cracked femur gave out, spilling the monster to the side and onto its face. Its twisted horn scraped pavement for a moment before catching and shattering. 
 
    Ella opened fire beside him, missing the legs and growing quickly frustrated. Then she just fired on full-auto into the giant’s head until it suddenly slowed its assault, stumbled and fell over sideways, its massive tongue lolling out the side of its shattered mouth. 
 
    Peter ejected his spent magazine, reached under his chest for a fresh one, and slapped it in. He aimed at the still struggling Woolie he’d taken down, zeroing in on its eye. He pulled the trigger once. The bullet punched through the soft spot and silenced the monster. 
 
    He got to his feet and looked back at the house. The front porch was nearly non-existent. The front door was split wide and bent outward, a dead Woolie crammed into the space. Peter and Ella ran together, heading for the far corner, where a jagged hole gave entry to the kitchen. Like the damage to the living room, the support beams at the corner no longer existed, and the floor above had folded downward, but had yet to collapse. Banging echoed out of the hole, fists on the second floor’s metal door. 
 
    Ella took a step toward the hole, but Peter stopped her and said, “Look.” 
 
    At the back of the house were the three remaining Woolies. They stomped back and forth—looking up. 
 
    “They must have gone out the back,” Peter said. 
 
    Ella watched the Woolies’ behavior for just a moment before nodding in agreement. “But someone could still be inside.” 
 
    Her words were punctuated by the sound of a door slamming open, feet pounding on the floor above and then the sound of flesh striking a second locked door, one that sounded like wood. 
 
    “I’ll go inside,” Peter said. “You take the back.” 
 
    Without waiting to see if she agreed, Peter ducked into the house. He moved through the kitchen, weapon on his shoulder, sweeping the space like he would have if his old CSO team had been moving in behind him. He nearly said, ‘Clear,’ as he pushed through the kitchen toward the back hall, but he held his tongue to maintain the element of surprise. He stopped at the entryway to the biodome and glanced through the window. The decon space and the greenhouse beyond looked untouched. He moved into the back hall and started up the steps, moving steady and silent. At the top, he inched past the metal door, which hung at an angle. Then he scanned the open-faced hall above. 
 
    He noted Brant’s still body and saw the shard of glass protruding from his chest. Peter knew he’d been lucky to not be injured by the glass that fell on him. Brant’s death proved it. “Sorry, buddy,” Peter said, and he pushed past the ruined door. 
 
    He was about to turn left, but the sound of wood scratching over wood turned him around. He opened fire without thought, his subconscious identifying the mane of hair as belonging to the enemy. Three rounds punched into the Rider’s back. It dropped in a heap without a sound. 
 
    The falling Rider revealed a second, starting out the window. 
 
    In normal battle, most soldiers felt a pang of regret or mercy for enemy combatants they were about to kill. In a blazing firefight, such things never crossed the mind, but when a target was in sight and the outcome was predetermined, it could be hard to pull the trigger. Not so with the Rider. 
 
    It’s not even human, Peter thought, thinking of the thing and the window, and Kristen. He pulled the trigger again, striking the thing in the head. It toppled forward out the opening, its heels flailing up and shattering the window. The body hung there for a moment, impaled on glass that gave way and dropped the corpse outside. 
 
    A scream from the open window revealed that the kids had fled in that direction. Peter started in, but only made it two steps before a blur emerged from a bright pink room and struck him in the side. He was lifted off the ground by the impact and slammed to the floor beside Brant. 
 
    Gasping for air, Peter tried to sit up, but a sudden heavy weight slammed onto his chest, pinning him back and shoving the rest of the air from his lungs. Pain lanced from his shoulders as the Rider atop him jabbed its long nails in Peter’s flesh. He stifled a shout and tried to shove the man away, but he was impossibly heavy despite his emaciated appearance. It was like the man’s muscles and bones had shrunk, but grown tighter and more dense. No matter how much he struggled, Peter wouldn’t be able to free himself from the Rider, and the man’s body blocked all access to his weapon. 
 
    Loops of drool dangled from the man’s mouth as he opened it wide, lowering the jaws toward Peter’s neck. Peter shouted in frustration as he fought against the man. But the Rider was too powerful, and Peter had no leverage. He turned away from the monster, looking into Brant’s vacant eyes, which were looking down, as though directing Peter. 
 
    While Peter couldn’t reach up, he could reach out. He bent his arm at an angle, pushing it a little farther than it was meant to go, but he found what he was looking for. He popped the button open, wrapped his hand around the handle and pulled. Moving in silence, Peter slammed his hand against the Rider’s back, plunging the blade into its flesh, all the way to the hilt. 
 
    The Rider, whose face was just inches from Peter, looked surprised and then confused. Peter pulled the knife out and jabbed again. Then again. And again, until the surprise melted away from the Rider’s face and its body fell backwards. The ExoGen man’s long fingernails slurped out of Peter’s shoulders. Warm blood dripped over his arms, but he paid no attention to it. 
 
    He climbed to his feet and ran for the back window, jumping over the king-sized bed and sticking his head out. Ella and the three kids were below, pinned down beside the biodome, the three remaining Woolies charging from three different directions. Ella shouted orders Peter couldn’t hear, but Jakob and Anne responded quickly, aiming at different beasts. But before any of them could fire, the thudding rumble that had been constantly growing louder over the past few moments, turned into a raging thunder. 
 
    An Apache attack helicopter, flying dangerously low, flew past overhead. The Woolies skidded to a stop, looking at the flying beast, no doubt trained to spot airborne predators. They roared up at the chopper, their primal voices muted by the rotor chop. And then by a chain gun. 
 
    A beam of tracer rounds showed the path of the stream of bullets from the Apache to each of the Woolies, turning the monsters into bloody pulp, one at a time. When the sudden and ferocious attack finished and the chopper began making a tight turn around them, Peter shouted, “Inside! Now!” 
 
    The group gathered below turned toward him, but clearly hadn’t heard him over the Apache. He shouted, “Inside!” again, this time pointing back to the house. “Get inside!” 
 
    At once, the group ran along the side of the house. 
 
    Peter bolted back to the stairs, descending three at a time. He slammed into the wall at the bottom, but didn’t slow as he entered the kitchen in time to see the others climb in through the hole. Just as Ella entered, a voice boomed from the helicopter above, impossibly loud. “We’re here for Doctor Ella Masse. Send her out, or we’re coming in.” The Apache’s thunderous chop was suddenly joined by the sound of two more helicopters, circling above, watching the home from every angle. 
 
    A moment later, a second voice cut through the racket, stating only, “Come on out, Ella. It’s time to come home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “That’s Eddie,” Anne said. “He’s alive.” 
 
    Peter’s stomach soured, and not just because there was an attack helicopter outside capable of reducing the house to splinters. He looked at Ella for confirmation. She looked surprised and nervous, but wiped both expressions from her face, masking her emotions. She gave him a nod, answering his unspoken question. The man outside was Eddie Kenyon. 
 
    Her boyfriend and lover. 
 
    But not anymore. First of all, he was supposed to be dead, not hunting her from the comfort of a helicopter. Second of all, she’d moved on. He hoped. From what he knew of Kenyon, he was a good man, if not very bright, and he’d been kind to Ella. He’d helped her launch her expedition, but had supposedly died in the wild. In that version of the story, Peter was thankful for the man who helped keep Ella alive. But now... The apparent truth was that he had survived, returned to San Francisco and picked up crew to track Ella down. 
 
    And he wasn’t here to rejoin Ella. He was taking her home. 
 
    Ella’s hand on his arm brought him out of his growing anger. “This is a fight you can’t win.” 
 
    His body relaxed, and he realized he’d raised the M16 to his shoulder. “I’m not letting you go.” 
 
    “I’m not worth getting all of you killed,” she said. 
 
    Peter almost argued, but she was right. He looked behind him at Jakob, Alia...and Anne. Kenyon wasn’t asking for Anne. He leaned in close to Ella and whispered. “You’re leaving her?” 
 
    Ella leaned away and said, “She can hear this, too.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Anne said, striking out her chin, a brave little soldier trying to show no emotion, just like her mother. “You can go. I know Peter is my father.” 
 
    “Sort of,” Ella said. 
 
    Peter, Jakob and Anne all repeated the words in unison. “Sort of?” 
 
    A voice boomed from outside. “I’m coming in, Ella. If anyone opens fire... Well, don’t.” The shifting pitch of a single helicopter lowering toward the ground pulsed through the house. They had just minutes before company arrived. 
 
    Kenyon was stopping himself short of making blatant threats. If he still cares about Ella, Peter thought, he’s not going to rush toward violence. It was their only advantage, but to what end? There was no scenario he could imagine where he didn’t lose Ella again. 
 
    And her main concern was clear. She stepped to Anne and brushed her hand against the girl’s dirty cheek. “Are you strong enough?” 
 
    The girl stiffened. “You know I am.” 
 
    Ella turned to Peter. Whatever bomb she was about to drop, not even Ella Masse had the strength to say it to her daughter’s face. “You weren’t born. You were grown.” 
 
    Every shock and surprise Peter had come across since Ella and Anne arrived at his doorstep felt small in comparison to this revelation. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jakob whispered. 
 
    Alia, who looked confused more than anything, whispered, “I don’t get it. Who is she—” 
 
    Jakob shushed the girl, and Ella continued, looking at Anne, who hadn’t moved, but whose eyes were getting wet. “Honey, Peter...is your father.” She turned to him. “I used your DNA, to make her strong.” She turned back to Anne. “And I used mine to make you smart.” 
 
    “Where did you get my DNA?” Peter asked, having trouble believing what was turning out to be yet another tale of genetic tinkering gone awry. But had it gone awry? Anne was a wonderful kid. His growing affection for her was real. She even looked a little like him. 
 
    “The brush,” she said. 
 
    “My hair brush?” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d needed a brush or a comb for his close-cut hair. 
 
    “Eighth grade,” Ella said. “The paint brush.” 
 
    Peter’s memory snapped back through time. He’d had longer hair as a kid, hair that Ella had been jealous of. So he’d taken some of it, first pulling it out and then just cutting off a shock. He’d taped it tightly around the end of a pencil, making a crude paintbrush as she’d also liked watercolor painting at the time. “You kept that?” 
 
    “I kept everything you gave me,” Ella said. “If my house is still standing, it’s all still there, in a shoebox in my closet.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s romantic or creepy,” Alia said. 
 
    “Kinda both,” Jakob said. 
 
    The lowering pitch of the rotor blades, along with a breeze now flowing through the open end of the kitchen, told Peter the helicopter was nearly on the ground. They were running out of time. 
 
    “But why?” he asked. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Anne,” she said, waving the girl over. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Anne approached her mother. 
 
    “Turn around,” Ella said, and the girl obeyed. “Stand still.” 
 
    Ella drew a knife from her vest, but Peter caught her wrist. She looked at him, a wounded expression on her face, but then she wiped that away, too. “You’re going to have to trust me. I’ve only done what I had to do so I could undo the mistakes I’ve already made.” 
 
    He let go of her, and she lowered the blade tip toward a large freckle on the back of Anne’s shorn head. “Stand still,” she said again. “This won’t hurt at all.” 
 
    Ever dutiful, Anne stayed still. The blade pushed through her skin, creating a small incision. The girl didn’t flinch, and before Peter could ask, Ella explained. “There are no pain sensors in the skin here.” 
 
    Anne had apparently been very carefully designed. 
 
    Ella sheathed the knife and put her thumbs on either side of the dime-sized freckle, now sliced down the middle. She pulled the skin apart, revealing something shiny. 
 
    Peter leaned in close. “Is that...” 
 
    “A mini-USB port,” Ella said. 
 
    “A what?” Anne stepped away, spinning on her mother and holding the back of her head. “What is in my head?” 
 
    “I gave you my mind,” Ella said. “Exactly. Like a twin. All you’re lacking is the knowledge I have, but all of that is in there, too, stored in flash memory, ready to be unlocked...” 
 
    “In case you die,” Anne guessed. 
 
    That’s why she’s so important to Ella, Peter thought. She’s her backup. Literally. 
 
    Ella spoke to Peter. “All you have to do is plug her in, and everything I know about all of this—” She waved her arms around her, indicating she was speaking about the whole world, “—will be available to her.” She turned to Anne. “You can undo all of the horrible things I did to this world. In your mind. In your blood.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Anne asked. 
 
    “Everything outside. All the food. It’s safe for you.” Ella took Anne’s shoulders. “And you’ll be able to give that gift to everyone else. If you reach George’s Island.” 
 
    Peter motioned to the back of Anne’s head, where a small line of blood was busy sealing up the small wound. “You did this?” He was having trouble wrapping his mind about this further twisting of nature. His DNA had been used to create a girl, whose mind held computer parts that could unlock Ella’s stored knowledge about genetics and who knew what else. 
 
    “I had help,” Ella said, “but I’m all that’s left of the team.” 
 
    “Am I her father?” Peter asked. 
 
    “We didn’t conceive her. Nor did I have your permission, and for that, I’m sorry. But genetically? Yes. She is the best of both of us. And if I could have done this naturally... Given birth? Yes. There is no better father for her than you.” 
 
    Despite being moved by Ella’s words, Peter’s ears picked up the sound of a sliding door. The helicopter had landed, and they were about to have company. “We’re out of time.” 
 
    Ella took Anne’s cheeks in her hands. “Baby, I love you. More than anything. No matter how you were born—” 
 
    “Created,” Anne corrected. 
 
    “You are still my daughter. My flesh and blood and soul.” 
 
    Tears sprang free from Anne’s eyes, though she was still hiding her pain from her face. 
 
    “I need you to hide,” Ella said. “Now. If Ed sees you, he’ll take us both. It’s better if he thinks you’re dead.” When Anne didn’t budge, Ella added, “Please, baby. Peter and Jakob are your family. They’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Jakob stepped up next to Anne and took her hand. The girl’s emotions overwhelmed her self control. She turned to Jakob, hiccupping tears into his chest. 
 
    “You gotta hide,” Jakob said. Anne nodded against him. He turned to Alia. “Find her someplace?” 
 
    Alia reached her hand out to Anne. 
 
    The girl turned to Ella, said a quick “Love you, too,” and then disappeared with Alia, moving into the back hall. 
 
    Ella quickly wiped her eyes and turned toward the opening in the corner of the kitchen, where the crunch of boots on debris announced the arrival of company. Peter held his M16, but kept the barrel pointed toward the floor. Ella and Jakob did the same, armed, but non-threatening. 
 
    Three men ducked into the kitchen, the first two leading with raised MP5s. Peter evaluated both men, seeing the telltale signs of military training in the first, and the less disciplined, but no less deadly, air of private security in the second. When the military man offered a sharp, “Clear!” while training the barrel of his weapon on Peter, the third man entered. He had a gun on his hip, but held no weapon in his hands. The cocksure attitude of his walk, and the way he surveyed the kitchen, like a king looking over his domain, identified him as private security as well, but it was the wide eyes and smile directed at Ella that revealed his identity as Ed Kenyon. 
 
    While the two armed men kept their weapons trained on Peter and Jakob, Kenyon strode through the kitchen, opened his arms, enveloped Ella and planted a passionate kiss on her lips...which she returned in kind. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    It took all of Peter’s rigid military training and discipline to remain still and free of external jealousy while he watched what turned out to be a ten second kiss. The desperation with which Kenyon clung to Ella revealed the man’s affection for her was genuine. The real problem was that Peter couldn’t tell if Ella’s reciprocation was real. He decided it was somewhere in the middle. She once had feelings for the man, finding comfort in his embrace, but she could never kiss a man like this, in front of him, without feeling uncomfortable...and there wasn’t a trace of discomfort in her body language. 
 
    She’s protecting us, he decided. If Kenyon suspected she’d been with Peter, things might end badly. Even good men could turn bad from jealousy. The fire currently burning in Peter’s chest, telling him to wipe Kenyon’s existence from the face of the planet, was proof enough of that. Their only hope of leaving the house alive was Kenyon bearing Peter and his son no ill will. 
 
    To sell the act, Peter looked at the second private soldier and smiled, hitching a thumb toward Kenyon and Ella, raising his eyebrows. The man cracked a smile and gave a shrug, clearly embarrassed by his superior’s behavior. 
 
    “Get a room,” Jakob said, trying to joke through his discomfort. 
 
    The comment ended the kiss, and while Peter wanted to thank Jakob for that, the boy should have stayed quiet. 
 
    Kenyon slowly separated from Ella, leaning up to look over her head, staring at Jakob. For a moment, Peter tensed. If the man went for a weapon, Peter wouldn’t hesitate to kill all three men. But Kenyon grinned. And then laughed. “We will, kid.” 
 
    It was then that Kenyon seemed to remember there were other people in the room. He stood up straight, adjusting his combat vest. He turned to Peter, gave a nod and cleared his throat. “Who are you?” He didn’t offer his hand. 
 
    “Name’s Brant,” Peter said. He didn’t want to risk the possibility that Ella had told the man about him. He hoped the soldiers wouldn’t decide to search the house and find the real Brant lying in the hallway upstairs beside a dead Rider. He could lie about the body’s identity, but a thorough search would no doubt turn up a wallet. “This is...was...my farm.” He motioned to Jakob. “That’s my boy, John.” 
 
    Jakob gave a nod. “Sir.” 
 
    Kenyon looked back and forth between the two, then turned his eyes toward the back of the house, at the entrance to the biodome. “Nice setup.” 
 
    “We were lucky to have the greenhouse before the Change happened,” Peter said, adding a thicker accent to his voice and once again hoping the man would be content to remain in the kitchen. If he inspected the biodome he would discover it was far more than the average greenhouse. He wasn’t sure how familiar the man was with Ella’s design. “Managed to avoid those GMO crops.” 
 
    “You never ate them?” Kenyon said, squinting at Peter. 
 
    Peter frowned. “Truth be told, I wanted to. But the missus was paranoid about GMOs. Everything we grew, back when things were normal, were organic crops. A lot of it in the greenhouse.” 
 
    “And where is the missus now?” Kenyon asked. 
 
    “In the greenhouse,” Peter said. “Buried beneath the broccoli.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” Kenyon asked. 
 
    “Ed,” Ella said, hanging on his arm. “Give the man a break. He’s been through hell. And they saved my life.” 
 
    “That so?” Kenyon turned to her slowly. “Am I to understand you want to come back?” 
 
    A pained expression twisted Ella’s face. “I’ve been out here on my own for too long.” 
 
    Kenyon looked like he’d been slapped. He stepped back from Ella searching the kitchen. “Where...” He turned to Ella. “Is she?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Two months ago. The Stalkers caught up to us again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, El,” Kenyon said. “Really. That kid was something special. Had a fierce heart. But...how did you...” 
 
    “Sometimes we have to let go of something we love so we can live,” Ella said, her voice frigid. She spoke directly at Kenyon, but Peter knew the words were for him. “I survived. It’s what I do. We all make sacrifices.” 
 
    “Some more than others,” Kenyon said, his voice softening. He turned his attention back to Peter. “You on the other hand, are full of shit.” 
 
    “Ed!” Ella said, but he gripped her arm tightly, yanking her in front of him, when Peter let just a trace of menace filter into his gaze. 
 
    “There it is,” Kenyon said. “The look of a jealous man. And a resourceful man. Army Ranger?” 
 
    Peter knew that at least part of his cover story was blown. But that didn’t mean Kenyon really knew who he was. “Captain Brant Rossi. U.S. Marine Corps, Critical Skills Operator.” 
 
    The military man said, “Sir, we could use a—” 
 
    “Quiet, Mackenzie,” Kenyon said, reaching down and plucking his handgun from his waist with impressive speed, aiming the Sig Sauer pistol at Peter’s head. “I know you’ve been with her since the farmhouse in Kansas. Real piece of work, by the way. You really blew the shit out of that place. And you’ve been leaving a trail of destruction in your wake ever since.” He motioned at the house around them. “You’ve already left your calling card on this shithole. You know what? I don’t even care if you confirm or deny any of this. What I want to know is, in all this time, have you been with her. I know you want to. Can’t hide that from me. But have you?” 
 
    Peter wanted to punch the man’s throat inside out. Instead he said, “No.” 
 
    “Eddie,” Ella said, her voice tense. “Why would I be with a man I just met days ago.” 
 
    “Payment,” Kenyon guessed, glaring at Peter with accusation. 
 
    But it was Ella who replied. “Do you think that little of me, that I would sell my body? And for what? Protection? I can take care of myself. He was a means to an end, nothing more. But they’re good people, and they don’t deserve this treatment.” 
 
    “How do you know him?” Kenyon asked. “I saw the remains of the biodome at the ruined farmhouse. Same as the one out back here. That means he’s someone to you. One of your predetermined safe houses.” 
 
    “She was roommates with my wife,” Peter said. “At Berkley.” 
 
    Kenyon looked unconvinced. “Your wife that’s buried in the greenhouse?” 
 
    “No,” Peter said, letting the real emotion he felt about the subject infuse his expression. Tears welled in his eyes. “My wife that is lying dead in the driveway.” 
 
    “There’s nothing out there but an ExoGen—” A slight smirk slipped on to his face, revealing that deep down in his core, he was an asshole after all. “Are you saying the fugly thing lying in front of the house was your wife?” 
 
    “Her name was Kristen,” Peter said. “Respect her in front of my son.” 
 
    Kenyon pointed the handgun toward Jakob. “He telling the truth, son? That your mom lying out front?” 
 
    Jakob started to nod, but was interrupted by Peter. “You better point that thing back at my head, or you and the men in this room are going to regret it.” 
 
    The smirk on Kenyon’s face turned into a full-fledged smile. He turned the weapon back on Peter. “Got some balls on you.” 
 
    “Ed,” Ella said, her tone a warning. “Don’t.” 
 
    Peter stayed silent and still. 
 
    The silence seemed to sap the man’s spirit, but then Peter noticed he was actually listening to the earbud in his ear. He was receiving a report from the men outside. So were the other two men in the room, their less guarded expressions revealing trouble. 
 
    “Here’s what I’m going to do,” Kenyon said. “Ella’s going to leave with me, and you and your son are free to go, nothing to fear from us.” 
 
    Peter said nothing. He knew there was a catch. If a report hadn’t just come in, he would have assumed the helicopters would blast the home apart before leaving. But Kenyon clearly believed their fates were sealed, and he was happy to leave them to it. 
 
    Kenyon headed for the opening, pulling Ella behind him. She glanced back, locking eyes with Peter for just a moment, apologetic and sad. Then she was shoved outside and gone from view. 
 
    “Stay inside the house until we’re gone,” Hutchins said, backing away. 
 
    There was no threat in his words, just a warning, and Peter understood. If he left the house, armed for battle, he’d be a threat, and they would respond. 
 
    “Understood,” Peter said, as the man exited the kitchen. 
 
    The last of them, the man named Mackenzie, paused. “I was a Marine, sir. Looked up to the CSOs. We all did. You guys gave us something to aspire to.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Peter said. 
 
    The man nodded. “You have incoming, sir. Rattletails.” 
 
    “Rattletails?” 
 
    “Kenyon’s lady...Ella... She calls them Stalkers. Not sure how many, but one is too many in my opinion. If you have a way to leave this place fast, you better go.” 
 
    Peter began strategizing their escape, even as he said, “Thanks for the heads up.” 
 
    The man snapped a quick but sloppy salute, the kind that would have gotten him fifty push-ups during Boot Camp, and exited, leaving Peter and Jakob alone in the kitchen. 
 
    “Find the girls,” Peter said. “I’ll gather what I can. We’re leaving the second they’re out of sight.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Peter didn’t watch the helicopters leave. He could hear them well enough. Looking meant stopping, and he didn’t think they had time for even a moment’s pause. When Jakob returned to the kitchen with Anne, who looked dejected and lost, and with Alia, who was in a far worse state, he set them to work. 
 
    “Alia,” he said, “I know you’re hurting, and confused, and scared, but for the next ten minutes, I need you to be strong, okay?” 
 
    She nodded despite her quivering lip. 
 
    “I need backpacks. Bags. Pillow cases. Anything you have that can carry this.” He motioned to the weapons he’d gathered and laid out on the kitchen table. 
 
    Alia hurried from the room without a word or any indication that she was agreeing to the task. 
 
    He turned to Anne. “You’re on hall cabinet duty.” Alia returned faster than Peter expected. She held two pink backpacks, which had clearly once been hers, a long duffle bag and a crushed handful of grocery store plastic bags. 
 
    “Take the backpacks,” he told Anne, “and get everything you can from the hall cabinet.” 
 
    “I know what to look for,” she said, her resilience springing her back to her old self, past the knowledge that she had a computer chip in her head, and that she’d never really been born. 
 
    “Jakob. Two bags. Hit the green house. Everything you can carry, but try to get the denser foods that take longer to spoil. Root vegetables.” 
 
    “Right,” Jakob said. “No corn. No leafy stuff.” 
 
    When he ran to the back of the kitchen and opened the decontamination room door, Alia looked after him. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Peter said, taking the duffle bag. “As much as you both can carry.” 
 
    As the kitchen emptied, Peter set himself to the task of filling the duffle bag with rifles, shotguns and handguns, careful to select only those in the best conditions. Packing the bag so full that it was impossible to carry, or the handles ripped off, wouldn’t do. 
 
    The pitch of the helicopters’ rotors was building and growing more distant. The choppers were moving away, to the west as they rose higher. They’re bugging out fast, Peter thought, and it’s not because of me. While they’d had success against the Stalkers in the past, that was on his home turf, or in the truck with a fully loaded machine gun. They still had the big gun on the truck in the garage, but without ammunition the weapon was just for show. Intimidating to a person perhaps, but nothing to a Stalker. 
 
    The weight of the bag felt borderline too heavy as Peter lifted it up. He placed it back down, removed the M16 he’d been using, slung it over his shoulder and zipped up the bag. Good enough, he thought. 
 
    The sound of the choppers faded quickly. They would be out of sight in a few seconds, but he thought it would probably be safe to leave now. “Wrap it up!” 
 
    He shouted as loud as he could, but only Anne replied. “Five seconds!” Her small voice was tight and controlled. Peter felt a pang of emotion he couldn’t quite place. Pride mixed with sorrow. The girl in the hallway was, genetically, his daughter. His DNA had been used without consent, which was an offense to which only Ella could answer. But would the end justify the means? Could Ella really start making amends for the genetic catastrophe she’d helped begin, by further mucking with the human genome—his human genome? The problem, he knew, was that given the chance, he’d forgive Ella. And she knew it. 
 
    I’m weak, he thought, but then he crushed the emotion down and headed for the rear kitchen door. He pushed through it. The decontamination room fans didn’t kick on, and he was able to open the second door without pause. He banged on it twice with his fist. “Wheels up. We’re leaving. Now.” 
 
    He heard Alia ask, “Wheels up?” but he knew his son understood the message and left before they replied. 
 
    Anne waited in the kitchen holding two very heavy looking pink backpacks. He could see she was near some kind of emotional breaking point. They all were, but she had just lost her mother, who had kept her alive in the wild. He crouched down in front of her, put his hands on her shoulders and said, “I am your father. Doesn’t matter if you were grown or born. You’ve got my genes, and that means you can kick ass and take names.” She didn’t look convinced. “It also means that I will protect you. And fight for you. And love you.” 
 
    A tear fell, but she quickly rubbed it away. The fighter in her knew this was no time for crying. Peter didn’t fare much better. Blinking away tears, he kissed her forehead. “Now, let’s kick some ass.” 
 
    A slight smile flickered across her face. The biodome door swung open as Jakob and Alia returned. They each held four plastic grocery bags laden with fresh, soil covered vegetables. Peter strode to the table and hefted the duffle bag over his shoulder. He stepped toward the open kitchen wall and listened. The helicopters were barely audible. “Straight to the garage. Eyes open.” He looked at Alia. “I’m going to be depending on you for the fastest route out of here.” 
 
    “Which way?” she asked. 
 
    “East,” he said, and when she looked unsure, he pointed to the back of the kitchen and said, “That way.” 
 
    “’Kay,” Alia said. 
 
    “Move,” Peter said, and he led the way out through the hole, stepping carefully over what was left of the front porch while keeping his eyes on the distant woods. On the plus side, the carrot field was still empty. On the downside, he couldn’t see anything beyond the treeline, and the wheat filling every available space was the perfect hunting ground for Stalkers. 
 
    Four sets of feet crunched over the pavement as they headed around the front of the house toward the detached garage, which was undamaged by the battle. Peter glanced at his fallen wife as he passed, saying a silent goodbye and an apology for leaving her body to the scavengers. He glanced back at Jakob, but the boy hadn’t given his mother a second look. 
 
    Peter grasped the handle of the door on the side of the garage. He gave it a quick jiggle to confirm that it had been locked, stepped back and then kicked hard, planting his boot just beneath the doorknob. The wooden door was solid, but the rotted frame gave out. The door slammed inward and Peter followed. Dust swirled in the sunlight that cut through the two windows, revealing an old pickup truck, and Peter’s armored Dodge Ram beside it. Looking at the big truck with fresh eyes, he saw the beating it had taken. The front and sides were caked with chunky gray mud and dark brown gore. Stalks of vegetation were wedged between every crevice. The paint job was scratched in several places, revealing long claw marks, some of which dug into the metal beyond the black enamel. 
 
    It had only been days since the big truck had started carrying them to safety, but it already looked like it had served a tour of duty in Afghanistan. But, like all good soldiers, it wouldn’t waver before heading into danger’s path once more. 
 
    “Keep everything with you,” Peter said as he opened the back door. He didn’t trust that their new found supplies would stay in the truck bed if things got bumpy. He opened the driver’s side door, confirmed that the keys were still in the ignition and turned to Jakob. “Start her up while I get the door.” 
 
    “Am I driving?” Jakob asked. 
 
    “Not this time.” Peter bent down to lift the large door. “Just get her ready.” 
 
    Peter winced as the door shrieked, the old metal wheels grinding through their slots. Then the truck roared to life. If there was anything within earshot, they just became targets. The door banged into place. Sunlight blazed into the garage, lighting up the kids in the truck. 
 
    Peter looked at them through the windshield. He now had a seventeen year old son, the boy’s sixteen year old girlfriend—or whatever she was—and a twelve year old, but not really, daughter. Had he been living comfortably at home, this arrangement would have frightened him. Now it terrified him, not because he didn’t know how to act around teenagers, but because he was responsible for keeping all three of them alive in a world that wanted to eat them whole. 
 
    I’m going to have to train them, he thought, and he headed for the open driver’s door. I’m going to have to make them killers. The real trick would be transforming them into predators while keeping their souls intact. He’d seen strong men break from training before ever seeing combat. But the kids’ survival depended on them being strong. 
 
    He slipped behind the wheel and put the truck in drive, but kept his foot on the brake. He looked at the three kids, meeting each of their eyes, glad to see determination. “No matter what happens, we’re not going to stop. Everyone pick a weapon you can handle. If we’re engaged, put down the windows before firing. Ready?” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Sure,” Alia said, though she didn’t sound sure. 
 
    “Fuckin’ A,” Anne said. 
 
    All eyes turned on her. “What?” she said. “I thought we agreed that a non-existent society couldn’t—” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said, his fatherly adoration for the girl growing a bit. “Fuckin’ A.” He hit the gas, launching out of the garage and peeling down the driveway. He barely slowed when he reached the road and made a sharp right. The truck sped away from the farm, heading east at 60 mph, unscathed by whatever hunted in the woods, but headed into uncharted territory, where ungodly predators lurked and an uncertain future awaited. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Ella looked down as the chopper rose in the sky. The ruined farm shrank beneath them and then disappeared as the helicopter turned west, speeding away even as they climbed. She turned to Kenyon, who was seated beside her in the blue Black Hawk. He smiled at her and squeezed her hand, which was now sweating, as he hadn’t let go of her since they had left the kitchen. 
 
    “What are we running from?” she asked. 
 
    “Just want to put a little distance between us and your G.I. Joe friend.” Kenyon turned away from her, feigning interest in the shifting view. “Seemed like a loose cannon to me.” 
 
    She knew it was bullshit. Kenyon was a horrible liar. She’d seen him lose at poker enough to know his whole face was a tell. He knew it, too. It was why he looked away, which in itself was a tell. 
 
    Kenyon wasn’t about to give her any answers, so she turned back to the window, looking down. She had to stifle a gasp when she saw a clearing below. Several large bodies dashed out of the woods and into the clearing, tromping through the short, leafy crop and making a beeline for the trees on the opposite side, and beyond them the carrot field and Brant’s farm. 
 
    She counted seven Stalkers, including one that looked to be the size of a T-Rex. That’s her, she thought, the queen of them that has been driving the rest, spurring their ruthless pursuit. The creatures looked different now, their chests doubled in size. They’ve adapted. Grown massive lungs for long distance running. The plates on their backs were also bigger, like those of a stegosaurus, a creature that was not part of the human race’s DNA history. The larger surface area is cooling them off, she thought, like an elephant’s ears. But were they adapting in new ways not available in their unlocked junk DNA, or were they accessing creatures unknown to paleontology? 
 
    The scientist in her, visually dissecting the creatures’ adaptations, was squelched when the pack of predators stopped and looked up at the helicopters. 
 
    I’m right here, she thought at the pack leader. Follow us. 
 
    The Stalkers seemed to be squawking and snapping at each other. Then the big one thrashed about for a moment and turned back to the forest. 
 
    No! Follow me! I’m right here, you bitch! 
 
    The pack leader glanced up one last time. With a wide-mouthed screech that Ella thought she might have actually heard over the loud rotors and through the headphones covering her ears, the alpha continued on its previous path toward the farm. The pack followed. When they disappeared into the trees, it took all of Ella’s strength to not throw herself in the cockpit and force the Black Hawk back to the ground. 
 
    Before she could decide on any course of action, whether it be attack or resigned silence, she heard Kenyon talking. He was speaking—shouting really—into a satellite phone. She slipped the headphones off her ears and heard the crackling reply of a man’s voice through the speaker phone. 
 
    “Say again. Is this Viper Squad?” 
 
    Ella rolled her eyes. Only Kenyon could have come up with that name. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kenyon said. 
 
    “We thought you all were dead,” the man said. 
 
    “Some of us are,” Kenyon replied. “Now put Lawrence on the line.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he’s—” 
 
    “Put him on, or I will personally come to say hello when we get back.” 
 
    “Get back?” The man sounded mildly nervous. 
 
    “We’re on our way to you now.” Kenyon glanced at Ella and noticed she was listening. He offered her a half smile that disappeared when he spoke again. “We’ll be home in a week, give or take a few days.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Then, “Hold on.” 
 
    A few clicks later, a familiar voice came over the line. “Kenyon?” 
 
    “Lawrence,” Kenyon said. “Good to hear you again.” 
 
    “My god. You’re alive!” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “And the package?” 
 
    “Ella is sitting next to me.” 
 
    There was a moment’s pause, during which the tension inside the chopper doubled. Hutchins, who was seated across from Kenyon, shifted in his seat. “And the girl?” 
 
    Ella knew in that moment, that while Kenyon had been there for her, she wasn’t really the mission. Anne was. And that meant that they had discovered what she really was, and the threat she posed to their plans. 
 
    “Deceased,” Kenyon said, his eyes flicking toward Ella for just a moment. 
 
    “You have the body?” 
 
    Kenyon’s forehead wrinkled. The gears of his mind slowly turning, grinding, understanding. “No, sir.” He turned to Ella. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” Ella said. 
 
    Kenyon’s wrinkled brow shifted direction, burrowing down between his eyes. “I know what she meant to you. I know how much you loved her. If she were dead, you’d know exactly where it happened. Now, where is she?” 
 
    “Ed, I don’t—” 
 
    He slapped her so hard and fast that she was thrown against the Black Hawk’s door. When she turned to face him, all of the forced affection she’d been putting into her loving gaze was missing. “If you hit me again, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    He squinted at her. “Anne’s alive, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Kenyon,” Lawrence said from the phone. “If you return without the girl, I will not open these doors to you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, glaring at Ella. He hung up the phone and repositioned his headset. “All units, back to the farm. Double time.” The chopper began a wide turn, tilting to the side. “Target is female. Age twelve. Dark hair. She is to be taken alive. Anyone who harms her will receive the same treatment.” He paused a moment, then spoke while holding Ella’s gaze. “Everyone else? Shoot to kill.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    While ‘the calm before the storm,’ had become a cliché, fewer people talked about the calm after the storm. But people who had seen active duty in war zones understood it. There was a moment in every battle, whether it be when the enemy was dead, or you were being carried home on a Black Hawk, when reality snapped back in place. Some men wept. Some told jokes. Peter usually fell asleep, whether he was in a foxhole or riding in a chopper. Once safe, his body forced a recharge. Sometimes he fought it. Stayed awake because danger could rear up again. But he always felt the Sandman tugging him toward slumber. 
 
    But now, twenty minutes after leaving a second farmhouse in shambles, he was still on high alert. There had been no sign of pursuit and no danger on the road ahead, that he could see. He wasn’t sure if it was just the nature of what they’d just faced, or that he’d killed his wife, or that Ella had been taken from him, but his nerves weren’t settling. 
 
    And neither were the kids’. He glanced over at Jakob, whose wide eyes scanned back and forth. The boy gripped a shotgun the way little kids do their teddy bears. An M16 sat between the seats and two spare magazines lay in the center console. The girls in the back both had handguns and spare magazines, all of it resting on the seat between them. Anne hadn’t spoken a word since leaving, and Alia only offered the occasional direction, keeping them off the main roads. 
 
    Peter felt a strange parental need to start up a conversation, to help the kids normalize after seeing their parents killed or kidnapped. But the only words that came to mind were things like, ‘Give me a sitrep,’ or, ‘Everyone report in.’ He was in full military mode, his mind reverted back to his CSO training—except the three people sharing the homemade technical with him were children, not warriors. 
 
    Calm down, he told himself, realizing that what he was feeling might be his old PTSD rearing back up. But the danger he felt was real. It was constant. The ‘P’ no longer stood for ‘Post.’ The danger was Present. And the stress was necessary. 
 
    It sharpened the senses. 
 
    Made him more aware. 
 
    And that was how he knew they were coming. He felt the slight pulsing in pressure before the sound actually reached his ears. The helicopters were coming back. Coming for Anne, he thought, glancing back at the girl who still hadn’t heard the approaching choppers. 
 
    “Alia,” he said, trying to sound calm. “Is there a town around here?” They needed to get off the road. The trees lining the winding road would provide some cover, but not for long if the choppers were flying high. With nothing else moving on the roads, they would be easy to spot. 
 
    Alia leaned forward, looking out the windshield. “Take your next right. Not far after that. Maybe a mile.” She leaned back in her seat, back to watching the passing trees and strips of different crops growing between them. 
 
    Anne showed no reaction at all. 
 
    But Jakob knew something was up. Peter looked at his son, and feigned a cheek scratch, then he tapped his ear. Jakob didn’t move, but sucked in a quick breath. He heard it, too. 
 
    Peter took the right turn and accelerated, pushing the needle past what he thought was a safe limit, but he did it slow enough that it went unnoticed. He was hoping to find a place to hide before the girls knew they were in danger. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to be possible. 
 
    He glanced in the rearview and saw three dark specks in the distance. The pilots would have already seen them. 
 
    Should have stayed straight, he thought, but there was no way to know where the choppers were. 
 
    “What’s that?” Anne sat up straight, looking both ways. 
 
    “Company,” Peter said, trying to sound nonchalant. 
 
    Anne turned around in her seat and looked out the rear window. “It’s Mom.” 
 
    “And the men with her,” Peter said. “We’re going to hide.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alia said. “The town is to hide in?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter said, but then he didn’t need to ask why. The trees cleared, and the small town came into view. The word ‘small’ didn’t do it justice. There was a brick town hall, a combined convenience store and gas station, a few storefronts converted from houses lining the street and a small brick church. Corn grew from the flat roofs of the gas station and the city hall. The wooden structures looked ready to crumble, and probably were before the Change. There was only one option: town hall. The building would most likely have a fallout shelter, so it was more of a last-stand location than a place to hide, but it was better than facing them out in the open. And they had enough guns to make it one hell of a last stand. 
 
    “Listen up,” he said. “Girls, take the pink backpacks and plastic bags. Jakob, you take the duffle bag. I’m going to—” Peter glanced in the rearview, expecting to see the three helicopters rushing toward him. Instead he found an open pair of long-toothed jaws reaching out for the back of the truck. 
 
    “Whoa!” he shouted and crushed his foot down on the gas pedal. The big truck lurched forward as the teeth snapped together behind them. He put them on a course straight through town and accelerated while weaving in and out of abandoned vehicles. A second look back revealed three Stalkers, giving chase, leaping obstacles, their chests expanded and armored plates waving back and forth. But the creatures maintained a safe distance. 
 
    When they cruised through the town’s only intersection, where a now-dead yellow light hung, he looked left and right. To the left, a large, lone Stalker kept pace. On the right were two more. 
 
    We’re being herded. 
 
    But toward what? 
 
    Then he saw it. The inevitable structure residing in or near the center of every town. The red brick church with a white steeple looked like the most well maintained building in town...until the walls crumbled out into the road, shoved by a thirty-foot-long Stalker with a broad, powerful chest, wicked teeth and ten foot, rigid sails down its back. It stepped into the road while the steeple crashed down behind it. 
 
    Their path had been blocked, with Stalkers on all sides. These things were human once, and it still showed. 
 
    The big Stalker stared the truck down and let out a bellow that shook Peter’s insides. He considered ramming the thing’s leg, and probably would have if he were alone, but the moment the truck stopped, he and the kids were screwed. 
 
    He slowed the vehicle as the smaller Stalkers closed in. “Windows down!” 
 
    Wind blasted into the cab as all four windows descended. “Pick a target!” 
 
    Driving while aiming an M-16 across his lap at the Stalker on his left wasn’t easy. It would be even harder once he pulled the trigger. But he didn’t think Alia, who was sitting behind him, would get the job done with her handgun. And he needed the Stalker on their left to be gone in about five seconds, so he could veer away from the big one. 
 
    He opened his mouth, then shouted, “Now!” but the word was drowned out by the sudden arrival of the three helicopters and the rattle of their machine guns. The Stalker on the left burst in a cloud of red, cut down from above. He heard bullets rake the ground to the truck’s right, but he didn’t see whether the Stalkers had been hit. 
 
    He cut the wheel hard to the left and hit the brakes. Tires squealed as they started to pull off the road into a field of corn that might have once been a park. But a fresh barrage of gunfire pinged against the truck’s bed and struck one of the rear tires. There was a loud hiss, and then a grinding of the rim on pavement. He braked hard, hoping to spare the axel from permanent damage. If the spare was still in one piece, they could have working wheels inside of ten minutes, assuming they survived that long. 
 
    The big Stalker charged from the side, head lowered, jaws opened wide enough to engulf a portion of the cab. It would peel back the ceiling like a pistachio and find the meat inside. 
 
    Bullets traced a line across its snout, making it wince and pull up short. A helicopter roared past, and the monster leapt at it, snapping at the air. But then it turned and fled as a second barrage of gunfire opened up. Four Stalkers took off running, cutting through the fields that they were now too big to hide in, heading toward the distant woods. Two of the choppers peeled away in pursuit, firing at the creatures, driving them away. The third, the blue Black Hawk holding Kenyon and Ella, was landing behind them. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Alia asked. “Are they saving us?” 
 
    “They’re here because of me,” Anne said, coming to the same conclusion Peter had. 
 
    “We can rush them,” Jakob said, pumping the shotgun. “Hit them before they land.” 
 
    It was a simple plan, and it would work. But Ella was in the helicopter, and the moment they opened fire, the other two would swing back around. And there would be no hiding from them. 
 
    “You have to give me to them,” Anne said. 
 
    “No way,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Peter added. 
 
    “Then what?” Anne asked, indignant. “We’re just going to sit here and see what they do? You know how this is going to end. The only way of avoiding it is to let me go.” 
 
    So much like her mother... 
 
    When he didn’t reply, she grumbled something, grabbed hold of the ceiling-mounted handle and lifted herself up. She swung out the window, feet first, landed on the pavement and headed for the settling chopper before Peter could reply. 
 
    He and Jakob exited the truck in unison, Peter with the M16, Jakob with the shotgun. Both took aim at the chopper, one protecting his daughter, the other his sister. They’d both lost and gained a family member today. Peter was determined not to lose another, and he could see the same determination in his son. Jakob had changed a lot. Was becoming a survivor. But unlike Ella’s breed of survivor, neither of them wanted to let go of the things they loved. 
 
    The side of the chopper slid open. Ella climbed out first, followed by Kenyon, who had a knife to her throat. Mackenzie, the Marine, was the last out, looking uncomfortable, but aiming his weapon just the same. 
 
    “Same rules as before,” Kenyon said. “I take what I want. You and your boy get to live.” He glanced at the corn fields where the choppers were still chasing the Stalkers. 
 
    Chasing, but not killing. They’re letting the Stalkers live so they can kill us. 
 
    It was a cruel fate. A bullet would be merciful in comparison to being eaten alive. 
 
    “Deal,” Anne said, hands raised. 
 
    “Stop,” Peter said to her. 
 
    “Sometimes, to survive, you have to—” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Jakob said. 
 
    “Boys,” Kenyon said. “If you don’t play along, everyone dies. Well, maybe not me, but everyone you care about, including yourselves. So, they can come with me, live cushy lives back in San Francisco, and you two can live for however long you manage, or you can all become juicy Rattletail snacks.” 
 
    “I said, ‘deal.’” Anne continued forward. “I can speak for myself.” 
 
    Ella said nothing. She just watched her daughter, their eye-contact never wavering. 
 
    Damn it. Peter couldn’t think of a solution beyond the options Kenyon had laid out. With Anne along for the ride willingly, there was nothing he could do to stop them. If he fired at Kenyon, he might hit Ella. If he fired on Mackenzie, Kenyon still had Ella as a human shield. But if he let them leave, the Stalkers would likely return before he finished changing the truck’s ruined tire. In both scenarios, he, Jakob and Alia died. But in one of them, Ella and Anne lived. 
 
    Jakob lowered the shotgun. Even he knew they had no choice. 
 
    Anne walked behind Kenyon, stood beside Mackenzie and stood like an at-ease soldier, hands behind her back. 
 
    Ella’s eyes met Peter’s. She looked grim, but not without hope. Then she mouthed the words, ‘Get ready.’ 
 
    Peter fought against his widening eyes when Anne’s right hand came back out from behind her back, clutching a handgun. Jakob must have reacted, though, because Kenyon started to turn around. But he wasn’t fast enough. Anne pulled the trigger twice, both rounds striking Kenyon’s back. He flailed, arms open wide, releasing Ella, who dived away. Peter adjusted his aim, firing a single round near Mackenzie, the Marine diving for the ground, and then turned his weapon on the pilots through the Black Hawk’s glass windshield. Both pairs of hands went up. 
 
    Anne stepped away from Kenyon, joining her mother. They retreated together, heading back toward the truck. 
 
    Kenyon gasped and pushed himself up, the two rounds stopped by a bulletproof vest. 
 
    “Start changing the tire,” Peter said to Jakob, and then to Ella, “Help him.” 
 
    While they headed for the truck, Peter approached Kenyon and kicked his arms out, knocking him back down to the pavement. “Stay down, asshole.” 
 
    He looked back at Mackenzie, who still had a weapon, but hadn’t tried aiming it again. “Will they follow your orders?” 
 
    Mackenzie nodded. “If he’s dead.” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Peter said, keeping his weapon trained on the back of Kenyon’s head. “He’s still breathing, but he’s dead.” 
 
    Mackenzie pushed himself up with a grunt. He understood the situation. It was a truce. Mackenzie and the pilots would live, and in return, they’d leave with the other choppers. But Kenyon wasn’t going anywhere. The choppers could swing back and finish them, but Mackenzie had proven himself to be an honorable soldier. Peter didn’t exactly trust him to keep his word, but he had no choice. Even if he could hijack the Black Hawk, the other two helicopters would shoot it down. 
 
    “Done,” Mackenzie said. “We’ll give you a few minutes to get sorted. But...you know they’ll come back for you.” Peter thought he was talking about the Stalkers until he added, “It might even be me.” 
 
    ExoGen would come for them. For Ella and Anne. 
 
    “It’s a big country to get lost in,” Peter said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “Asshole traitor.” Kenyon spat at Mackenzie’s feet. The action drew everyone’s eyes to the fresh wad on the black boot, and it gave Kenyon a fraction of a second to move. 
 
    And he did. 
 
    One moment, Peter was standing over the man, the next he was flat on his back, coughing, his weapon fallen several feet away. He heard a scuffle and sat up in time to see Kenyon knock Mackenzie down with a solid punch. 
 
    Peter climbed to his feet just as Kenyon whirled around toward him, extending his leg for a vicious spinning kick. Peter leaned away from the kick, but Kenyon wasn’t done. The missed kick propelled Kenyon around, and he put the speed into a back kick that Peter managed to avoid, but not without stumbling. The barrage continued, Kenyon throwing kicks and punches with the fluidity of a man who could take on a gang of men and never stop moving. The rounds that had struck his back definitely hurt him, but he was good at ignoring the pain. Peter had been through days of similar punishment. 
 
    Physically, Kenyon had the advantage, and he delivered several hard punches, driving Peter back, further out of reach of his weapon. 
 
    And then Peter got pissed. 
 
    He stepped into a kick, letting Kenyon’s shin snap his rib. Then he locked down the man’s leg with this arm. Kenyon threw a punch, connecting with Peter’s cheek, but the blow left his arm extended long enough for Peter to take hold of it also. As his head pulled back up, recovering from the punch, he put the motion into his neck, while pulling Kenyon with both hands. When his forehead connected with Kenyon’s face, there was a crunch and a whimper. Then Kenyon’s body fell slack, and Peter dropped him on the pavement. 
 
    Sometimes all the finesse in the world couldn’t stand up against a good headbutt. 
 
    Peter stumbled back as both he and Mackenzie reached for their weapons. But when they stood again, neither took aim. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Peter asked. 
 
    “We need them alive,” Mackenzie replied. “Right now, letting you go is the only way to make sure that happens.” 
 
    Peter took a step back. “You won’t find them.” 
 
    Mackenzie climbed into the chopper. “For both our sakes, I hope you’re right.” Then the door slid shut and the rotors spun faster. 
 
    Peter hobbled back to the truck. “Jakob!” 
 
    “Almost done!” Jakob shouted. He was crouched down by the tire, Ella by his side, spinning the nuts back onto the wheel. The shredded tire was on the road next to him. Peter rounded to the driver’s side and got behind the wheel. He turned the key, and the engine bellowed. He felt the back end lower and then heard the clang of the tire kit landing in the truck bed. Both passenger-side doors opened. Ella climbed in the front. Jakob in the back beside Anne and Alia. 
 
    “Next stop Boston,” Peter said, “Or wherever we end up before that.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ A,” Anne said. 
 
    “Anne,” Ella said, sounding surprised. 
 
    Peter shrugged and grinned. “It’s a thing we do now.” 
 
    “End of the world lingo,” Jakob added. 
 
    “Fuckin’ A,” Alia said, trying it on for size, but sounding fragile and small. 
 
    Ella sighed. “Fuckin’ A. Now let’s go.” 
 
    As the sound of the helicopters faded, Peter sped away in the opposite direction, leaving the open small town behind them and heading into a maze of roads through a thickly forested area. They’d come close to dying, again, and he hurt even more than he had just ten minutes ago, but they were back together. A family again. And the man who tried to pull them apart... He was in for a rude awakening. 
 
    Boston or bust, Peter thought. Fuckin’ A. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Danger, like the odor of a rotting body, can be sensed before its source is seen by the eyes. Kenyon knew that. So when he awoke, his face tacky with congealed blood, he lay still, keeping his breathing shallow and even. He didn’t move his eyes. Even movement below the lids would give him away. 
 
    He smelled blood. His own. 
 
    But there was something beyond it. Something tangy. An animal musk. 
 
    He heard the flow of air, moving in and out of oversized lungs. Felt the tickle of it sliding through his arm hair. Smelled the breath of a predator. Pictured the old meat caught between teeth. 
 
    He could feel the pressure of the bodies surrounding him. Felt the shifting sun on his skin as they swayed back and forth. 
 
    Without opening his eyes, he knew he was surrounded by Rattletails. 
 
    That there was no escape. 
 
    To open his eyes was to die. 
 
    So he remained motionless, hoping that like some predators, the Rattletails would only consume meals they killed. If they believed he was already dead, they might leave him be. But if they were scavengers... The first bite would let them know he was still alive. 
 
    He tried to think of ways to fend off the attack, but he was unarmed and he doubted the CSO or that bastard Mackenzie had left him anything. They wouldn’t risk banishing him. This was a death sentence, pure and simple. 
 
    They knew it. 
 
    He knew it. 
 
    And the Rattletails looking down at him knew it. 
 
    So why weren’t they attacking? 
 
    Without an answer, his thoughts turned to Ella. Like Mackenzie, she had betrayed him. But it was her treachery that really stung. It burned him to the core. Filled him with a rage that was beyond description. He had loved her. Had protected her. Had endured hell and crossed two thirds of the country to bring her back to safety. But she had used him. Maybe from the very beginning. She had taken advantage of his affection, manipulated him to her ends and left with a man who was a stranger to him, but clearly not to her. 
 
    How did she know him? 
 
    Who was he? 
 
    Kenyon ran the man’s face through his mind, inspecting it for some sort of familiarity. Something about him... The eyes. It was his eyes. He knew those eyes. 
 
    They were Anne’s eyes. 
 
    The realization cut through his fear and sent his mind spiraling toward mania. Lacking any concern for his own safety or future, he shouted, “What the hell are you waiting for?” 
 
    When there was no sudden bite, or surprised roar, or any response at all, he slowly opened his eyes. The sun burned his retinas, forcing his eyes nearly shut. Then a silhouette slid into the light. 
 
    This is it... 
 
    Burn in hell, Ella. 
 
    The silhouette resolved slowly, shifting from a large mass, to a distinct shape. 
 
    Not a Rattletail. A humanoid shape. 
 
    “Alive,” said a gruff, feminine voice. 
 
    Kenyon tried to push himself up, but a spear tip poked his chest, holding him in place. 
 
    “Truck man enemy,” the woman said. There was no inflection, but he thought she was asking a question. 
 
    He leaned to the side and viewed his interrogator, free of the sun’s glare. The face was long and feminine, sporting long, curled teeth that rose from the mouth and punctured holes in the cheeks. Her lean body was framed by a mane of wild hair that hung from her head and grew from her back. 
 
    She crouched over him, pushing the spear tip into his armor, snarling as she spoke again. “Truck man enemy.” 
 
    Kenyon grinned. “Yes. Truck man enemy. Hate truck man.” 
 
    The woman stood and withdrew the spear. “Kill truck man?” 
 
    Another question. 
 
    Kenyon sat up and wasn’t stopped this time. He rose to find himself at the center of a battlefield. Three large, hairy beasts lay dead and dying. Two male versions of the humanoid monster beside him were dead as well. And all four Rattletails, including the thirty-foot specimen. These ExoGen creatures had fought a life-and-death battle around his unconscious form, one side eager to consume him, the other something else. He saw that same primal hunger in the woman’s eyes, but something else. She hadn’t lost all of her humanity, or perhaps had simply regained some of it to survive. The result was an ExoGen with real emotions and complex thoughts, all leading to a desire he recognized as a mirror of his own heart. 
 
    “Revenge?” he asked. 
 
    The woman grinned, stabbing her face with her teeth. “Revenge. Kill truck man.” 
 
    “Kill them all,” he added. 
 
    The woman offered her long fingered, talon-tipped hand. 
 
    Kenyon accepted. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Famine, try Feast by Jeremy Robinson. 
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